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ABSTRACT 
 This qualitative study examines expert instructors’ lived experienced with online 
pedagogy in order to (1) understand how teaching in a virtual environment influences 
pedagogical style, academic identity and student-instructor interactions and (2) to explore 
how the virtual teaching experience evolves as faculty continue to teach online. None of 
the existing empirical research has focused on accomplished instructors’ online teaching 
experiences and, as a result, there is very little information concerning how to sustain 
faculty approval, retain skilled instructors, provide adequate online teaching support and 
maintain a successful online learning enterprise over time (Coppola, et al., 2002; Bolliger 
& Wasilik, 2009; Betts, 2014).   
Using a constructivist design, this study employed interviews and content analysis 
techniques to explore the following research questions: 1) What challenges do 
experienced online faculty face when they teach in the virtual learning environment? 
2) What new challenges have emerged as a result of their continued online teaching 
experience? 3) How do experienced instructors approach and address these challenges? 
Thirty-one self-identified experienced online instructors from across the nation and a 
  viii
variety of institutions participated. 
Findings show that continued online teaching experience has a profound impact 
on the way instructors perceive their pedagogical practice, their place in the academy and 
their role in students’ online learning experiences. The online environment presents 
instructors with a multitude of challenges. These challenges are complex and involve 
pedagogical issues as well as philosophical dilemmas that force instructors to reconsider 
their assumptions about teaching, learning and authority in the classroom. Wrestling with 
these issues puts instructors in a vulnerable position as they search for pragmatic 
solutions and simultaneously renegotiate their long-held academic assumptions and 
beliefs. 
The practical and philosophical challenges instructors experience in regards to 
their developing digital pedagogical practice, their changing relationship with students, 
and their evolving online academic identity are discussed as well as findings related to 
vulnerability in the online environment. Implications for online faculty development, 
limitations and areas for improvement are also considered. 
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GLOSSARY 
Frame of reference: “the structures of assumptions through which we understand our 
experiences.” They selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, 
cognition, and feelings (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). 
Habits of mind: broad, abstract, orienting, habitual ways of thinking, feeling, and acting 
influenced by assumptions that constitute a set of cultural, political, social 
educational, and economic codes (Mezirow 1997, pp. 5-6).  
Meaning perspective: a collection of smaller meaning schemes and that provide “criteria 
for judging or evaluating right and wrong, bad and good, beautiful and ugly, true 
and false, appropriate and in- appropriate”(Mezirow 1991a, p. 44). They are 
larger in scope and constitute a learner’s worldview. 
Meaning schemes: smaller components “made up of specific knowledge, beliefs, value 
judgments, and feelings that constitute interpretations of experience” (Mezirow 
1991a, pp. 5-6). 
Meaning structures: culturally defined frames of reference that are comprised of a 
leaner’s meaning schemes and meaning perspectives (Taylor, 1998).  
Perspective transformation: explains how adults revise their meaning structures (Taylor, 
1998). 
Transformative learning: “the process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or 
revised interpretation of the meaning of one ‘s experience in order to guide future 
action” (Mezirow 1996, p. 162). 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION  
1.1. Rationale  
Higher education is in a period of transition. Sixty years ago, young white males 
dominated college campuses across the United States, but the demographics of the 
student body have changed. Today’s average college student is more likely to be 
Hispanic, over the age of 25, enrolled part-time, and female (NCES, 2013). Such trends 
challenge many of the Euro-American academic traditions that have dominated higher 
education, and this “new normal” is forcing colleges and universities to undergo a 
paradigm shift. New student populations have different backgrounds, expectations, 
interests, and needs than the young white men of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; 
as a result, they attend college in a different way. Today’s students want the flexibility to 
study at a time that fits their non-traditional schedules, to work in a way that suits their 
learning styles, and the ability to take classes at a pace that corresponds with their 
lifestyles (Layne, Boston, & Ice, 2015).  
Colleges and universities are responding to these changing expectations in a 
variety of ways, offering part-time programs, evening courses, and extended graduation 
timelines. However, among all of the alterations to the traditional residential model, 
online learning has consistently proven to be one of the most popular options (Richardson 
& Swan, 2003). As the number of nontraditional students has continued to increase, 
university leaders have quickly kept pace by expanding online offerings to meet the 
rising demand; an unprecedented 7.1 million students took at least one online course in 
2014—up from 1.6 million in 2002, for an annual growth rate of over 13%—and the 
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number of online enrollments continues to grow at a rate that far exceeds the rate of 
overall enrollments in higher education (Allen & Seaman, 2014). 
However, the swift expansion of online learning has given some academics pause. 
Critics question the efficacy of virtual courses, citing statistical findings that indicate 
retention rates for online courses are lower than their face-to-face counterparts (Boston, 
Ice, & Gibson, 2011; Boston, Ice & Burgess, 2012; Layne et al., 2015). And skeptics 
point out that research examining online efficacy in terms of learning outcomes has 
produced equally concerning results; although many studies have determined that online 
courses are as effective as their face-to-face counterparts, others have found that online 
courses produce significantly lower learning outcomes and are an inadequate educational 
option (Johnson, Aragon, Shaik, 2000; Johnson, Hornik, Salas, 2008). Despite the 
criticisms and uncertainty, students continue to enroll in record numbers and institutions 
continue to expand their online offerings to meet the ever-increasing demand (Schulte, 
2010).  
This unbridled growth has prompted researchers to empirically examine 
successful online learning enterprises in an effort to understand which aspects of the 
online experience lead to positive learning outcomes. Several of such studies highlight 
how online faculty play an integral role in producing positive learning experiences 
(Selim, 2004; Conceição, 2006; Doherty, 2006; Fish & Gill, 2009). Reisetter and Boris 
(2004) found that the instructor’s online persona and level of engagement play a crucial 
role in promoting positive learning outcomes. Similarly, Nwankwo (2013) concluded that 
student-instructor interactions and instructor presence in the online learning environment 
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had a statistically significant impact on students’ course completion rates.  
Furthermore, researchers have established that faculty approval of online learning 
is crucial to the success of such programs. Bolliger and Wasilik (2009) determined that 
faculty support is a necessary factor in creating high-quality online courses. Likewise, 
Brooks (2003) concluded that negative faculty attitudes toward online learning thwart 
program acceptance, development, and support.  
University leaders are not confident that they have the approval of the faculty. A 
2012 national poll of 2,800 college and university leaders showed that only 30% of chief 
academic officers believe that faculty accept the legitimacy of the online learning 
enterprise (Changing Course, 2013). And the research confirms their doubts; the Babson 
Group found that 58% of faculty nationwide are fearful of teaching in the virtual learning 
environment and have pessimistic views of online education (Changing Course, 2013). 
This conflicting research comes at a time when many institutions are looking to 
enact new policies to support their burgeoning online learning enterprises. Although 
studies have shown that university leaders need the backing of skilled online faculty to 
produce high-quality online courses, they do not know how to gain faculty buy-in or 
provide the support that experienced online instructors need (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003; 
Alexander, Perreault, Zhao, & Waldman, 2009; Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Major, 2010; 
Betts, 2014). The existing literature on faculty perceptions of online learning thoroughly 
documents the challenges that novice instructors face as they begin to teach in virtual 
learning environments, but such research has yet to specifically examine the experiences 
of expert online instructors (Coppola, Hiltz, & Rotter, 2002; Conceição, 2006; Fish & 
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Gill, 2009).  
More seasoned instructors have a different online experience than their newly 
trained peers, having overcome many of the initial obstacles they encountered when they 
first began to teach online (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003; Conceição, 2006; Ulmer, Watson, 
& Derby, 2007). They have experience with different technologies and techniques and 
have developed a more advanced online teaching practice, which presents new issues 
itself, yet none of the existing empirical research has focused on accomplished 
instructors’ online teaching experiences. As a result, there is very little data concerning 
how to sustain faculty approval, retain skilled instructors, provide adequate online 
teaching support, and maintain a successful online learning enterprise over time 
(Coppola, et al., 2002; Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009; Betts, 2014). The online faculty 
literature and university leaders would benefit from research answering the following 
questions: 
• How does the online teaching experience change over time?  
• How can university leaders motivate online faculty to continue teaching in the 
virtual learning environment?  
• What types of institutional support do experienced online instructors need to 
persist? 
• What steps can university leaders take to mitigate faculty burnout?  
Without further research aimed at richly understanding faculty perceptions and 
experiences with online education, colleges and universities are missing invaluable data 
and using anecdotal evidence to base their future policy decisions. At best, this may result 
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in minor missteps and potentially wasted institutional funds as institutions experiment 
with unproven policy approaches. At worst, universities are vulnerable to ill-informed 
policies that fail to adequately support online faculty and lead to substandard online 
courses, reinforcing online learning as an inferior educational option. 
By examining the online teaching experience from the perspective of instructors 
who have been teaching in virtual learning environments for several years, this study will 
extend the existing literature and provide university leaders with further knowledge to 
create institutional policies that support and retain a strong online faculty and maintain a 
thriving online learning enterprise. 
1.2. Research Question(s) 
This constructivist study will focus on faculty who have several years of experience 
teaching in a virtual learning environment and examine their lived experiences with 
online pedagogy to understand the following guiding research question: What challenges 
do experienced online faculty face when they teach in the virtual learning environment? 
• How has teaching online influenced their pedagogical style? 
• How has becoming an online instructor impacted their academic identity?  
• How has the virtual learning environment affected their interactions with 
students? 
Secondary Questions: 
• What new challenges have emerged as a result of their continued online 
teaching experience? 
◦ How have these challenges evolved as faculty have become more 
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experienced in the virtual learning environment? 
• How do experienced instructors approach and address these new challenges? 
◦ How do they use their previous teaching experience (both face-to-face and 
online), pedagogical knowledge, and technical abilities to address these 
challenges? 
◦ What strategies did they employ at first and how effective were they? 
◦ What strategies do they use now?  
◦ In their opinion, what still needs to be fixed? 
◦ What other factors influence how they approach their online teaching 
practice? 
1.3. Theoretical Framework 
Using Mezirow’s transformative learning theory as a framework, this study 
qualitatively analyzed faculty perceptions of the online teaching experience and aimed to 
understand how faculty use their previous teaching experiences, assumptions, and 
expectations as frames of reference to construct new or revised interpretations of their 
role as an online instructor (Mezirow, 1991; Merriam, 2002). 
Much of the existing online learning literature takes a functionalistic or technical 
approach to understanding instructors’ online experiences. Transformative learning 
theory offers a different perspective that considers instructors to be adult learners who 
continually transform their meaning structures related to online learning through an 
ongoing process of critical reflection (Baran, 2011). By providing “a comprehensive and 
complex description of how learners construct, validate and reformulate the meaning of 
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their experiences,” Mezirow’s framework allows for deeper exploration of how 
instructors incorporate their previous teaching experiences into their current online 
practice and analyze the subtleties of instructors’ learning processes as they wrestle with 
pedagogical problems, seek to improve their online teaching practices, and adapt to the 
constant changes in the virtual learning environment (Cranton, 1994, p.22).  
1.4. Importance  
Understanding the online teaching experience from the perspective of expert 
instructors will help university leaders provide more effective faculty development and 
online pedagogy training. Faculty are crucial to the success of an online program. The 
existing literature shows that having the support of a skilled online faculty leads to 
higher-quality courses, improved learning outcomes, and a superior virtual learning 
experience (Betts, 1998; Bolliger & Wasilik, 2009). Despite their pivotal role, literature 
studying the experiences of expert online faculty is nascent (Coppola et al., 2002; 
Giannoni & Tesone, 2003; Betts, 2014). By exploring the online teaching experience 
from the perspectives of expert instructors, university leaders will be able to identify the 
challenges they face, recognize the aspects that motivate them to persist, provide the 
support they need to teach well, and create institutional policies that fully support a 
strong online faculty and successful online learning enterprise.  
 Such research is important because recent studies indicate senior administrators 
have consistently misunderstood the factors that motivate faculty to teach online and are 
not providing the institutional support that online instructors need (Giannoni & Tesone, 
2003; Betts, 2014). Furthermore, researchers have discovered that faculty are motivated 
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to teach online primarily by intrinsic factors and have little interest in the extrinsic 
rewards that administrators commonly offer (Rockwell, Schauer, Fritz, & Marx, 1999; 
Giannoni & Tesone, 2003). Thus, examining instructors’ perspectives will help university 
leaders understand how faculty interpret their virtual teaching experiences and create 
more effective online learning policies that align with and encourage instructors’ intrinsic 
motivations. 
Delving into the experiences of expert online instructors is informative for 
instructional designers who work closely with faculty in the early stages of course 
development. Teaching is not static; it is a practice that is always evolving as instructors 
reflect, improve, and innovate. Subsequently, instructional designers need to understand 
how the virtual teaching experience has evolved over time to support faculty as their 
online teaching practices develop (Conrad, 2004). By doing so, instructional designers 
can help new faculty overcome common technical, pedagogical, or experiential issues 
and help novice instructors reach higher stages of expertise more quickly. Furthermore, 
the continued assistance of instructional designers will make online faculty feel supported 
and provide a sense of connection to the institution’s online enterprise. 
Studying expert instructors’ experiences with online learning may also help 
university leaders enlist more faculty for their growing online enterprises. Researchers 
highlight how fear of the unknown is one of the greatest obstacles in recruiting faculty to 
teach online (Rockwell et al., 1999; Jones, Lindner, Murphy, & Dooley, 2002; Bolliger & 
Wasilik, 2009). Faculty worry about how their traditional courses will translate to the 
online learning environment, the degree of transitional support, whether they will be able 
9 
 
to connect with students in a purely computer-mediated environment, and how they will 
adapt to the virtual environment (Conceição, 2006; Fish & Gill, 2009; Major, 2010). 
Fortunately, several studies have shown that faculty perceptions of online learning 
improve as they begin to teach online and become more familiar with the virtual learning 
environment (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003; Conceição, 2006; Major, 2010). This has led 
researchers to believe that sharing expert instructors’ experiences with other faculty will 
help dispel some of their hesitations about teaching online and encourage them to be 
more accepting of online learning (Coppola et al., 2002; Ulmer et al., 2007; Bolliger & 
Wasilik, 2009). 
Together, effective institutional policies, targeted technological developments, 
and improved faculty perceptions will enable universities leaders to cultivate a strong and 
skilled faculty that is capable of extending high-caliber online learning opportunities to 
an ever-growing number of students. And such policies cannot come soon enough. The 
demand for online learning has never been stronger and is forecasted to increase in the 
coming years. According to industry experts, another 5 million students will enroll in 
online courses over the next five years and will make up 45% of the total higher 
education enrollments by 2020 (Eduventures, 2013).  
As online students become increasingly discerning about their educational 
options, faculty will play an important role in providing the rigorous and engaging online 
learning experiences they expect. Having policies that provide online faculty with the 
support and infrastructure they need to teach well and provide high-caliber online 
learning opportunities will be critical to the success of online learning enterprises. 
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1. Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to understand expert instructors’ perceptions of the 
online teaching experience. The following sections examine how the growth in online 
education has led to increased interest in the experiences of online faculty. Although 
some of these topics may seem ancillary to an inquiry focusing on faculty perceptions, 
they are an important part of the broader online education narrative. An examination of 
these issues illuminates many of the unacknowledged external factors that have a subtle 
but strong influence on online instructors. 
The first section of this chapter chronicles the growth of online learning and 
examines research assessing the efficacy of online courses as compared to their 
traditional/residential equivalents. The second section analyzes literature regarding best 
practices in the virtual learning environment and the importance of online faculty. The 
third addresses faculty development for online instructors. The fourth section delves into 
the research focused on faculty perceptions of the online teaching experience and 
explains how this inquiry will extend the existing literature. The final section explains 
how Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory will be used as a guiding framework to 
further understand the online faculty experience. 
2.2. The Growth of Online Education 
For the past thirteen years, the Babson Consortium Survey Group has tracked the 
growth of online education in the United States. In addition to collecting online 
enrollment data, Babson researchers have polled chief academic officers from more than 
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2,800 colleges and universities to ask for their opinion regarding the nature and extent of 
online education. Published annually, these nationwide reports have provided the higher 
education enterprise with a de facto barometer of the state of online education (“Grade 
Level,” 2014). The data shows that the growth rate of online enrollments has consistently 
exceeded the growth rate of all higher education enrollments over the past decade 
(“Going the Distance,” 2011). As of 2014, 7.1 million students were enrolled in an online 
course and made up over one-third of the total higher education enrollments (Allen & 
Seaman, 2013; Straumsheim, 2014).  
 Trends in the survey data also show that online learning is becoming more 
mainstream. Public and private nonprofit institutions have seen their online enrollments 
steadily increase over the past twelve years while for-profits have recently experienced a 
decline. Furthermore, the proportion of university leaders who report that online learning 
is “critical” to their institution’s long-term strategic goals has reached 70.8%, up from 
less than 50% in 2002. Likewise, the proportion of university leaders who do not see 
online learning as crucial has dropped to 11.2% (Allen & Seaman, 2013; “Grade Level,” 
2014).  
 As online enrollments have increased, so have perceptions about the quality of 
online education. In 2013, a national study (n=2,820) examining recent trends in online 
education in the United States reported that 77% of university leaders believe that online 
learning outcomes can be “as-good-as” or “superior” to those produced by face-to-face 
instruction. But faculty remain resistant. Only 30.2% of university leaders believe that 
their faculty accepts the legitimacy of online learning; this rate is lower than the rate 
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reported in 2004 (Allen & Seaman, 2013). Although these statistics are promising for the 
future of online education, the accelerated growth of online courses has skeptics 
questioning the quality of online learning options. 
2.3. Doubts about the Efficacy of Online Education 
Several studies found that attrition rates for online courses tend to be much higher 
than their campus-based counterparts (Rovai, 2003; Bos & Shami, 2006; Diaz & Cartnal, 
2006). Patterson and McFadden (2009) conducted a quantitative analysis of course 
completion data for comparable face-to-face and online graduate classes and determined 
that attrition rates were six to seven times higher for online courses. Given these alarming 
statistics, researchers have set out to examine the factors that influence attrition rates in 
online courses.  
Retention 
Online retention studies tend to focus on three types of variables: personal, 
institutional, and circumstantial. Studies that focus on personal variables attempt to 
identify student attributes that predict success or failure in online courses. Research 
regarding institutional variables examines course attributes and curricular techniques that 
impact retention. Circumstantial studies focus on external factors that affect student 
performance in online courses, such as familial, financial or work-related responsibilities. 
 Personal  
The majority of the online retention research has focused on personal variables. 
These studies analyze the demographics of the virtual student body in an effort to identify 
which attributes have the greatest influence on online attrition rates. Previous research 
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indicates that females tend to be more successful in online courses than males (Rovai, 
2001; Whiteman, 2004) and older students were more likely to persist in online courses 
than traditional-aged (18–22 year old) students (Muse, 2003; Whiteman, 2004). Learning 
style has an impact, too. Doherty and Maddux (2002) evaluated the learning styles of 
online students at four Nevada community colleges and concluded that students with 
sequential learning styles were more likely to persist than global learners. 
Researchers have also examined the attributes of students who have failed to 
persevere. Doherty (2006) determined that the majority of students who withdrew from 
online courses had scheduling or time-management issues. These same students reported 
that they were attracted to online courses because they were juggling multiple demands; 
thus, the students who lacked the necessary skills to excel in the virtual learning 
environment were self-selecting into online courses and dropping out when they fell 
behind. 
 Institutional  
Studies focusing on institutional variables have shown that high-quality course 
design can promote student retention. Dietz-Uhler, Fisher, and Han (2008) found that the 
design of an online course can effectively lower attrition rates by making the online 
learning experience more accessible, interactive, and engaging. Prendergast (2003) 
similarly concluded that online courses that are not perceived to be high-quality, 
stimulating, or worth students’ time tend to have higher dropout rates.  
Studies have also found that feeling disconnected from classmates can also 
contributed to higher attrition rates (Link & Sholtz, 2000). Similarly, Doherty (2006) 
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determined that communication with the instructor was an important factor in student 
retention; frequent and fast feedback had a positive impact on student persistence. 
Boston, Ice, and Burgess (2012) discovered that transfer credit was a consistent indicator 
of reenrollment when a student dropped out and students who received transfer credit 
were far more likely to persist than those who do not. 
 Circumstantial 
Research focused on circumstantial variables (e.g., socio-economic conditions, 
institutional interactions, life situations) has shown that online students face different 
demands than their campus-based peers and, as a result, attend college in a different way 
(Layne et al., 2015). Boston, Ice, and Gibson (2012) analyzed institutional 
enrollment/disenrollment /reenrollment data from a six-year period (n of 20,569) and 
determined that online students are more likely to enter a program with transfer credits 
than their campus-based counterparts and tend to disenroll after completing only two 
courses. They surmise online students may take a more “casual, on demand” approach to 
education and their initial attempts to enroll in an online program are more exploratory in 
nature as they tentatively assess their educational options (p. 9). Although their findings 
are compelling, the sample was restricted to a single for-profit institution that targets 
students in the military; thus, the results may not be generalizable to the broader student 
population. To date, researchers have been able to identify attributes of successful online 
students, but enrollment behavior is not yet well understood because it is likely 
influenced by complex life factors that do not fit in quantifiable constructs (Boston et al., 
2012).  
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Perceived Efficacy and Learning Outcomes 
In addition to retention, students’ academic performance has also been used to 
gauge the quality of online learning outcomes. Several meta-analyses of the existing 
literature have been conducted to assess whether online courses are as effective their 
residential counterparts (Allen, Mattrey, Bourhis, Titsworth, & Burrell, 2004; Bernard, 
Abrami, Lou, Borokhovski, Wade, Wozney, & Huang 2004; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2009; Johnson, Aragon, & Shaik, 2000; Means, Toyama, Murphy, & Baki, 
2013). The most extensive was conducted in 2009 by the U.S. Department of Education. 
Over a thousand empirical studies conducted from 1996 through July 2008 were analyzed 
and researchers concluded that, on average, students in online learning environments 
outperformed their peers receiving face-to-face instruction as measured by course grades 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2009). This aligns with the findings of earlier meta-
analyses: Students in online learning courses tend to do slightly better than students in 
campus-based classes. However, three of the four major analyses reported variable 
findings and their average effect sizes were significantly heterogeneous; examinations of 
moderating factors also failed to produce a homogenous solution (Allen et al., 2004; 
Bernard et al., 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Furthermore, these large-
scale analyses are limited in that they only examine the delivery medium and fail to 
consider several variables (e.g., the skill-level of the instructor, the quality of the learning 
materials, the difficulty of the course content, the frequency of online interactions, etc.). 
Findings should not be construed to establish that online learning is more effective than 
face-to-face instruction. Rather, it is the combination of elements in the online learning 
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environment that have proven effective (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Because 
of these limitations, some critics question the validity of their findings.  
In fact, many researchers believe that there is no significant difference between 
online and face-to-face instruction in terms of learning outcomes. Johnson, Aragon, 
Shaik, and Plama-Rivas (2000) compared the academic performance of graduate students 
in an online course with that of students taking the equivalent on-campus course by using 
a blind review process to assess the quality of major course assignments. They found no 
significant difference between the two cohorts and the grade distribution across the two 
courses was statistically equivalent. Fallah and Ubell (2000) used a similar blind review 
process to compare midterm exam scores between graduate students in an online course 
and their peers in a traditional campus-based course and saw little to no difference in 
learning outcomes. Freeman and Capper (1999) compared the learning outcomes of 
business students who participated in role-play simulations in a face-to-face setting to 
those who completed the same simulation in an online environment and found no 
difference in student learning outcomes. Thomas Russell (2010)—the director emeritus 
of the Office of Instructional Telecommunications at North Carolina State University—
even created a Web site titled “No Significant Difference” that presents the results of 
over 350 research papers and reports that show no significant difference between the 
learning outcomes of online and face-to-face students. 
Other studies have shown that online students perform worse than their face-to-
face peers. Brown and Liedholm (2002) compared the exam scores of students who took 
a microeconomic course online to those who took the course on campus and discovered 
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that the online students performed significantly worse. Xu and Jaggers (2013) analyzed a 
large administrative dataset (n = 125,218) from Washington State’s 34 community 
colleges and found robust negative estimates for online students in terms of retention and 
course grade, contradicting the notion that there is no significant difference between 
online and face-to-face instruction.  
Consequently, assessing the efficacy of online learning is complicated. Attrition 
rates and learning outcomes are blunt measures of success that fail to capture the 
idiosyncrasies of virtual environments and the diverse aptitudes of the online student 
body. As a result, research concerning the effectiveness of online learning remains 
inconclusive.  
Even more concerning is the epistemological problem inherent in much of the 
aforementioned research. The vast majority of online efficacy studies gloss over 
potentially advantageous differences in the online learning environment in an effort to 
make it more comparable to face-to-face instruction. Trying to make online learning as 
good as face-to-face instruction discourages innovation and will likely lead to less-than-
optimal learning outcomes because the full potential of the online paradigm is not 
recognized (Swan, 2003). In an effort to understand the anomalies of the online 
environment, researchers have begun to examine different online programs to ascertain 
what separates successful programs from non-successful ones. 
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2.4. Factors That Lead to Successful Online Learning Experiences 
At the most basic level, all students must interact with the course content when 
they enroll in an online course. Studies have shown that simplicity in the structure and 
design of online courses has a significant impact on how students access course content. 
Without face-to-face communication, it is easy for students to become confused and get 
lost in complex online course structures, making interaction with the course content more 
difficult, thus researchers have concluded that simple and standardized course designs 
help facilitate student-to-content interactions and have a positive impact on students’ 
perceptions of online learning (Swan, 2001; Lee, 2008). Armstrong (2011) discovered 
that students eschew complex or cumbersome course features in favor of Google, 
Wikipedia, and other mainstream sources. And Palmer and Holt (2009) similarly found 
that students avoid clunky custom courseware and opt to use one of the many external 
communication mediums they already have at their disposal. These findings align with 
Lee’s (2008) conclusion that the perceived usefulness of a system and the perceived ease 
of use positively impact how students approach online learning— higher levels of 
perceived usefulness resulted in higher levels of learning and positive online educational 
experiences. 
Course consistency—the standardization of design, structure, and navigation 
across courses—also impacts how students perceive their online learning experiences. 
Swan (2001) established that greater consistency among course modules increased 
student satisfaction and perceived levels of learning. One reason for this may be that 
course consistency allows students to store and retrieve course-related content more 
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effectively (Richardson & Swan, 2003). Palmer and Holt (2009) similarly concluded that 
students most highly valued elements of the online learning environment that enabled 
them to access course information, retrieve lecture notes, and access class-related 
resources. Thus, consistency within the online learning environment improves students’ 
impressions of online learning because it allows them to easily access course content and, 
as a result, helps improve their overall learning outcomes. 
Several studies also highlight that frequent interactions between classmates have a 
positive impact upon students’ perceptions of online learning. Swan (2001) found that 
students who reported higher levels of engagement with their peers also reported higher 
levels of learning and satisfaction with their online learning experience. Similarly, Swan 
(2003) determined that when a greater percentage of the course grade was based on 
discussion, students were more willing to engage with their classmates, thought that they 
learned more, and were more satisfied with the course overall. 
Faculty are crucial. Although course design and communications are important, 
several studies highlight how faculty play a critical role in shaping student satisfaction 
and producing positive learning outcomes in online learning environments (Swan, 2001; 
Picciano, 2002; Richardson & Swan, 2003; Armstrong, 2011). Online students who 
interacted with the instructor regularly reported higher levels of learning and overall 
satisfaction with the course (Swan, 2001). Furthermore, students’ impressions of their 
online learning experiences were directly related to the frequency of feedback from the 
instructor; more frequent feedback was correlated with higher levels of student 
satisfaction. Bates and Khasawnehb (2007) similarly concluded that frequent feedback 
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from the instructor improved students’ sense of self-efficacy, which increased their 
motivation and level of engagement and improved overall learning outcomes. 
Not only is the amount of interaction important but the quality of interaction 
matters too. Richardson and Swan (2003) conducted a survey-based study with a 
correlational design to explore the role of social presence in the virtual environment and 
its relationship to students’ perceptions of their online learning experiences. They 
established that higher social presence scores positively correlated with students’ self-
reported level of learning. Similarly, Dziuban and Moskal (2001) found a correlation 
between the quality of interactions and students’ perceptions of the online learning 
experience; in-depth interactions led to greater student satisfaction. 
Research concerning immediacy behaviors has shown that when online 
instructors use highly immediate behaviors such as being open and willing to disclose 
information, giving frequent compliments, and using plural pronouns (“us” or “we”) 
instead of individual pronouns (“you” or “I”), they can bring about positive attitudinal 
changes in their students, increase motivation, and improve student satisfaction 
(Christophel & Gorham, 1995). And the opposite holds true as well. Armstrong (2011) 
reported that students who perceived the instructor to be lacking in terms of technological 
skill were more likely to feel that the instructor was “missing” from the educational 
dialogue and, as a result, the students were less engaged and tended to have more 
negative perceptions of their online learning experience. 
When online instructors were slow to respond to student inquiries regarding 
course-related issues, students perceived a lack of connection and community and, thus, 
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were more likely to feel isolated (Vonderwell, 2003). Lack of communication with the 
instructor also left some students feeling “disoriented” in the complex online learning 
environment, lowering their sense of self-efficacy, lessening learning outcomes, and 
leading to negative online learning experiences (Bates and Khasawnehb, 2007). 
Vesely, Bloom, and Sherlock (2007) discovered that students look to instructors 
for more than just feedback. Students rely on the instructor to provide a cognitive 
framework to help them access and interact with the course content. Furthermore, Bates 
and Khasawnehb (2007) found that students reported higher levels of learning when the 
instructor provided training on how to use the online learning system at the beginning of 
the course. Moreover, students expect instructors to drive class discussions and build a 
classroom community (Song et al., 2004; Vesely et al., 2007). The research clearly 
indicates that the quantity, quality, frequency, and type of student-instructor interaction is 
directly related to students’ perceptions of their online learning experiences and online 
faculty play a crucial role in shaping online learning outcomes. 
Faculty approval. Faculty must also be supportive of online education for their 
institution’s online learning enterprise to thrive. Anecdotal evidence from early adopters 
of online education indicates that faculty approval is necessary to build and grow 
successful online programs (Panda & Mishra, 2007; Alexander et al., 2009). Several 
empirical studies show that faculty support is crucial to the adoption and implementation 
of online learning (Brooks, 2003; Fortino & Wolf, 2007; Bollinger & Wasilik, 2009; 
Major, 2010; Betts, 2014). Furthermore, Alexander, Perreault, Zhao, and Waldman 
(2009) discovered that negative faculty attitudes toward online education thwart program 
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acceptance and development. From their influence in the virtual classroom to their impact 
on the online enterprise as a whole, it is evident that faculty are critical to the success of 
online learning.  
2.5. Faculty Development 
 Faculty development has long been a part of the professoriate. Originally 
undertaken as an independent pursuit, faculty development has become more organized 
and specialized over the past sixty years. Sorcinelli, Austin, Eddy, and Beach (2006) 
describe  five distinct periods in the history of faculty development efforts. The 1950s 
and 1960s focused on improving research. In the 1960s and 1970s, attention shifted to 
developing teaching skills, followed by an expansion of formal faculty development 
programs in the 1980s. By the 1990s, improving student learning outcomes became the 
main concern. Today, faculty development efforts are focused on using technology and 
the Internet to improve instruction in face-to-face and virtual learning environments.  
 Several recent faculty development books provide guidance for administrators 
looking to organize and implement faculty development programs (Sorcinelli, Austin, 
Eddy, & Beach, 2005; Gillespie & Robertson, 2010; Cook & Kaplan, 2011; Schroeder, 
2012). However, none of them dedicate more than a chapter to using technology; nor do 
they address faculty development for online instructors in any meaningful depth. Journal 
articles provide more detailed research regarding online faculty development. Articles 
have been published about the various types of development programs available for 
online instructors—including workshops, short courses, and local/regional programs 
(Skeff, Stratos, Mygdal, DeWitt, Manfred, Quirk, Roberts, Greenberg & Bland, 1997) 
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and the different kinds of content each program offers—ranging from how to use a 
particular course management system to learning how to make podcasts (Grant, 2004). 
When tracked over time, it is apparent that the focus has shifted from specific 
technological tools and particular teaching techniques to interdisciplinary pedagogical 
strategies and broader instructional design options (Lavoie & Rosman, 2007), which has 
come in response to faculty demands for more applicable instruction for online learning 
(Pankowski, 2004; Hinson & LaPrairie, 2005; Lowenthal & Thomas, 2010). 
The existing literature also contains numerous articles that describe faculty 
development programs at specific universities (Kidney & Frieden, 2004; Koehler, 
Mishra, Hershey, & Peruski, 2004; Lowenthal & Thomas, 2010; Fetters & Duby, 2011; 
Dittmar & McCracken, 2012; Orozcco, Fowkles, Jerzak, & Musgrove, 2012). Scores of 
institutions have implemented a variety of programs aimed at achieving distinct 
development goals and, as a result, it is difficult to compare programs or assess what 
parts of these programs may (or may not) be working well (Meyers, 2013). And the lack 
of stringent evaluations of these programs is even more disconcerting. Without such 
evaluations, faculty developers at other institutions cannot make well-informed decisions 
regarding which program or intervention will work best for their faculty. Furthermore, 
many of the programs described in the literature have been based on well-established 
theoretical frameworks (e.g., adult learning theories from Knowles and Mezirow), 
however they are not clearly cited or described. Faculty developers need to change what 
they are currently doing and build a better understanding of what types of development 
activities are needed, which programmatic elements work best, and why they work well. 
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To do so, they have to understand the online teaching experience from the faculty’s 
perspective to create the programs and support structures that online instructors need to 
provide high-quality online courses and persist in the virtual learning environment. 
2.6. Faculty Perceptions of Online Education 
In an effort to better support online faculty, researchers have begun to explore the 
online teaching experience from the perspective of virtual instructors. They have 
examined instructors’ assumptions, expectations, opinions, and perceptions as they enter 
the virtual learning environment, documenting the motivators and barriers they face as 
they acclimate. The following sections examine the incentives and inhibitors—both 
intrinsic and extrinsic—that faculty commonly encounter as they transition to teaching 
online. 
Intrinsic Motivators 
Faculty frequently report that teaching online is satisfying because it presents an 
intellectual challenge (Rockwell et al., 1999; Conceição, 2006; Panda & Mishra, 2007). 
The online learning environment provides faculty with the opportunity to experiment 
with new technologies and explore new pedagogical approaches (Betts, 1998; Rockwell 
et al., 1999; Bower, 2001; Panda & Mishra, 2007). Major (2010) found that teaching 
online presented new challenges that changed the way faculty approached and thought 
about teaching. Although difficult, faculty reported that working through these challenges 
was rewarding because it improved both their online and face-to-face teaching practices. 
Faculty are also motivated to teach online because Web-based programs afford 
educational access to a more diverse student body (Betts, 1998; Rockwell et al., 1999; 
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NEA, 2000; Huang & Hsiao, 2012). Online education is an opportunity to reach student 
populations that have historically been marginalized by the traditional four-year 
residential model (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003) and embrace a greater diversity of student 
perspectives in class discussions (Conceição, 2006). 
Online faculty also appreciate the way in which the virtual environment alters the 
traditional classroom dynamic. For example, the online environment gives students space 
to think, reflect, and refine their responses, leading to higher-quality discussions (Huang 
& Hsiao, 2012). Furthermore, the asynchronous nature of the online learning 
environment provides an equal opportunity for all students to participate as compared to 
face-to-face setting where a few students tend to dominate class discussions (Conceição, 
2006). 
Extrinsic Motivators 
Perceptions of online education tend to be more favorable if faculty have 
institutional support. When faculty prepare to teach online, pedagogical coaching and 
technical support are crucial elements that help them persist (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003). 
Faculty commonly feel overwhelmed when they begin to teach online, thus time release 
for course development and support from their program director or chair has a positive 
impact as well (Bollinger & Wasilik, 2009; Betts, 2014). Such incentives are not 
universal, though. Rockwell, Schauer, Fritz, and Mark (2000) found that faculty are 
motivated by different types of incentives depending on their appointment status, 
academic discipline, and years of experience. Senior faculty ranked extrinsic rewards 
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lower in favor of intrinsic incentives while junior faculty members ranked external 
motivators higher than intrinsic ones.  
Intrinsic Inhibitors 
Many faculty refuse to teach online because they believe that online education is 
inferior and they do not want to participate in the cheapening of students’ academic 
experiences (Ulmer, 2007; Bollinger & Wasilik, 2009). According to a national survey of 
university leaders, faculty acceptance remains one of the biggest obstacles to the adoption 
and expansion of online learning in higher education (Allen & Seaman, 2013). 
Even if faculty are open to online education, new instructors worry that they lack 
the technical skills necessary to teach online and are intimidated by the online learning 
environment (Rockwell et al., 1999). Faculty are also concerned about their changing role 
in the online environment (Coppola et al., 2002). Several studies have documented the 
cognitive, managerial, and affective transitions faculty go through as they begin to teach 
online (Berge, 1995; Paulson, 1995; Rossman, 1999; Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, & 
Archer, 2001).Coppola, Hiltz, and Rotter (2002) investigated the changing roles of online 
faculty through semi-structured interviews with 20 faculty members who had prepared 
and delivered an online course. Participants felt that their cognitive role in the online 
learning environment was deeper, demanding, and more complex; their affective role 
required them to continually find and try new techniques to effectively convey their 
emotion; and their new managerial role demanded greater attention to detail, structure, 
and student monitoring. In short, participants had to change both their approach and their 
attitude to teach effectively in the virtual environment. 
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Faculty in other studies report having a difficult time accepting their new online 
role. They oppose relinquishing their expert status to be “a guide on the side” (Conrad, 
2004; Conceição, 2006) and resent that they receive little to no recognition for their 
additional efforts (Fish & Gill, 2009).  
Instructors who have successfully transitioned to online report that they miss the 
in-person interactions (Conrad, 2004; Conceição, 2006; Huang & Hsiao, 2012). 
Asynchronous communication tools lack the immediacy, spontaneity, and visual cues 
faculty rely on to connect with students, thus many faculty feel that there is a sense of 
distance between the instructors and students (Huang & Hsiao, 2012). The online 
teaching experience can be overwhelming, underappreciated, and unrewarding 
(Conceição, 2006). 
Extrinsic Inhibitors 
Many faculty cite workload issues as one of the biggest barriers to teaching online 
(Schifter, 2000; Bollinger & Wasilik, 2009). Online instructors find the course 
preparation process to be arduous (Visser, 2000; Fish & Gill, 2002). Conceição (2006) 
conducted a phenomenological study to investigate the meaning of the online teaching 
experience from the perspective of novice online instructors. The author found that 
faculty struggle to construct their online courses because all of the course content must be 
mapped out, learning materials must be developed, lectures must be recorded, and 
assignments must be finalized before the course begins. Throughout her analysis, 
Conceição showcased a number of impactful quotes from study participants to convey 
their sense of fear, frustration, and insecurity as they prepared to transition and began to 
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teach in the online environment. This enhanced the richness of her descriptions, adding 
an authentic and emotional dimension to her work—something that is nascent in the 
online learning and faculty development literature. 
 Workload issues only increase when instructors begin teaching in the virtual 
environment. Online faculty report that it takes intense cognitive effort to stay engaged in 
conversations with students, keep the class focused, and pursue a comprehensive class-
wide discussion (Conceição, 2006). And teaching online requires intense affective effort 
to be attentive and personable and emotionally engage with students (Richardson & 
Swan, 2003; Conceição, 2006). New faculty also find the nonstop nature of the online 
environment to be overwhelming and struggle to keep up with the dramatic change in 
pace (Conceição, 2006; Huang & Hsiao, 2012).  
When faculty disconnect from the online learning environment, the course 
activity does not stop. Students continue to send messages and discussions carry on; 
faculty return to find an astounding number of course communications to attend to. This 
intensifies their stress levels and leads them to feel inundated and overwhelmed 
(Conceição, 2006). The text-based communication is a challenge for many faculty 
because it requires significantly more reading and writing than face-to-face courses 
(Conceição, 2006; Huang & Hsiao, 2012). Many faculty also describe the asynchronous 
text-based environment as one that creates a more fragmented discussion and puts an 
unnatural distance between them and the students (Huang & Hsiao, 2012). 
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2.7. The Importance of Expert Instructors 
 Although the existing literature thoroughly describes the online teaching 
experience from the perspective of novice online instructors, it fails to capture the 
experiences of expert instructors who have extensive knowledge of digital pedagogies 
and the virtual learning environment due to their considerable online teaching 
experiences. This leads to questions such as:  
• What is the online teaching experience like for expert instructors? 
• What challenges do these experienced online faculty face?  
• What new challenges have emerged as a result of their continued 
online teaching experience?  
• How do experienced instructors approach and address these new 
challenges? 
• How have they persisted despite these difficulties? 
 Researchers acknowledge the online teaching literature is limited and have called 
for more in-depth studies (Schifter, 2000; Giannoni & Tesone, 2003) that include 
institutional diversity (Alexander et al, 2009; Bollinger and Wasilik, 2009; Fish & Gill, 
2009; Huang & Hsiao, 2012) and focus on changes in the online teaching experience over 
time (Coppola et al., 2002; Betts, 2014). This inquiry will address those shortcomings by 
taking a qualitative approach to understanding the evolution of the online teaching 
experience from the perspective of expert instructors from a variety of institutions, 
academic disciplines, and professional backgrounds. This study seeks to present a more 
comprehensive account of the online teaching experience and provide an insightful 
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examination of the ways in which faculty attend to and are transformed by challenges in 
the online learning environment.  
2.8. Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory 
Transformative learning theory was utilized as a framework to explore and 
understand how online faculty use their previous teaching experiences to inform their 
current online teaching practice and confront emerging challenges in the virtual learning 
environment. Developed by Jack Mezirow in the late 1980s, transformative learning 
theory describes “the process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised 
interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order to guide future action” 
(Mezirow 1996, p. 162). It seeks to explain the change in learners’ meaning structures as 
they encounter, cope with, and overcome conflicting experiences, broadening their 
worldview (Imel, 1998). Mezirow’s theory provided a rich framework from which to 
view instructors’ learning processes and development over the course of their online 
teaching experiences because it provides “a comprehensive and complex description of 
how learners construct, validate, and reformulate the meaning of their experience" 
(Cranton, 1994, p. 22).  
Centrality of experience, critical reflection, and rational discourse are common 
themes mentioned in Mezirow’s theory (Taylor, 1998). Learners’ experiences, being 
socially constructed, are central to transformative learning. Through critical self-
reflection, learners come to questions “the integrity of assumptions and beliefs based on 
prior experience” and this reflection “is most essential for the transforming of our 
meaning structures” (Taylor, 1998, p. 16). This reflection is carried out via rational 
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discourse “where experience is reflected upon and assumptions and beliefs are 
questioned, and where meaning schemes and meaning structures are ultimately 
transformed” (Taylor, 1998, pp. 17-18).  
At the core of transformative learning theory is empowerment of the learner 
(Baran, 2011). According to Evans and Nation (1993), “the definition of empowerment 
involves three major ideas: the notion of choice, of control of one’s life, and of 
emancipation from ways of thinking which for the particular individual have limited both 
choice and control” (p. 91). It is through the critical reflection and rational discourse of 
transformative learning that learners are empowered to be “mature and autonomous 
person[s]” (Evans & Nation, 1993, p. 91). For Mezirow, transformative learning is the 
core of adult education, where the goal is to “help the individual become a more 
autonomous thinker by learning to negotiate his or her own values, meanings, and 
purpose rather than uncritically acting on those of others” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 11).  
Thus, viewing instructors through a transformative learning perspective helps 
frame our understanding of online faculty and the continuous changes they experience 
throughout their online teaching careers. It also enables us to view online faculty as 
learners as they transform their meaning of structures related to online learning through 
an “ongoing process of critical reflection, discourse, and acting on one’s beliefs” (Taylor, 
1998, p. 19).  
The Importance of Meaning Structures 
According to Mezirow, learners have two types of meaning structures: meaning 
schemes and meaning perspectives. Meaning schemes are smaller elements “made up of 
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specific knowledge, beliefs, value judgments, and feelings that constitute interpretations 
of experience” (Mezirow 1991a, p. 5–6). These schemes influence learners’ behaviors 
and views, such as how an individual acts around a homeless person or how voters think 
of Democrats or Republicans. They also change frequently as learners encounter new 
experiences (Taylor, 1998).  
Meaning perspectives are larger in scope and constitute a learner’s personal 
paradigm. They are formed from a collection of smaller meaning schemes and “provide 
criteria for judging or evaluating right and wrong, bad and good, beautiful and ugly, true 
and false, appropriate and inappropriate” (Mezirow 1991a, p. 44). Together, these 
structures act as culturally defined frames of reference through which learners understand 
their experiences (Mezirow, 1997, p.5). Thus, changing learners’ meaning structures will 
change their reactions and behaviors (Cranton, 1994, p. 730). This process of 
transformation is at the heart of Mezirow’s theory. 
The Transformative Learning Process 
Through his research concerning the experiences of adult women who returned to 
college after a long interlude, Mezirow (1978) was able to identify ten phases of 
perspective transformation. They are: 
1. Experiencing a disorienting dilemma, 
2. Undergoing self-examination, 
3. Conducting a critical assessment of internalized assumptions and 
feeling a sense of alienation from traditional social expectations, 
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4. Relating discontent to the similar experiences of others—recognizing 
that the problem is shared, 
5. Exploring options for new ways of acting, 
6. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles, 
7. Planning a course of action, 
8. Acquiring the knowledge and skills for implementing a new course 
of action, 
9. Trying out new roles and assessing them, and 
10. Reintegrating into society with the other perspective (Cranton, 2006, 
p. 20). 
These phases can be categorized into four essential stages: (1) experiencing a disorienting 
dilemma, (2) engaging in critical reflection, (3) participating in rational discourse, and (4) 
achieving greater autonomy. Together, they make up the transformative learning process. 
Disorienting dilemma. The process starts when learners encounter a disorienting 
dilemma that exposes a discrepancy between their previously held assumptions and what 
they have just experienced (Cranton, 2002). This “catalyst for transformation” may be a 
single impactful event or a series of incidents that occur over time (Mezirow, 1997). 
Either way, the incompatibility of experiences causes learners to question the integrity of 
their previous assumptions and beliefs and casts doubt on their current meaning 
structures. 
Critical reflection. With their basic assumptions challenged, learners are 
compelled to critically reflect on their previous experiences and long-held beliefs. As 
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they do so, learners become aware of their previous presuppositions and revise their 
meaning schemes to accommodate the contradictory experience. This expands their 
frames of reference, alters their perspective, and encourages a receptivity to alternative 
ideas (Cranton, 2002). 
Rational discourse. This receptiveness allows for open, reflective, and rational 
discourse. Such dialogue requires a trusting social context where all participants actively 
take part in the discussion (Cranton, 1994; Mezirow, 2000). When learners come together 
and engage in rational discourse, critical reflection is put into action. Experiences are 
reflected on, assumptions are questioned, views are revised, and meaning schemes and 
structures are ultimately transformed (Cranton, 2004). This dialogue enables learners to 
validate their new perspectives and develop well-informed judgments regarding their new 
knowledge or beliefs (Mezirow, 1997). 
Greater autonomy. At the end of the transformative learning process, learners are 
more autonomous thinkers (Mezirow, 1997). They have become more critical in 
assessing their assumptions, better at recognizing alternate perspectives, and more 
effective at collaborating with other learners to assess and arrive at new judgments 
(Mezirow, 1997). With their newfound agency, learners are able to “live the new 
perspective” and fully complete the transformative learning process (Baumgarten, 2001, 
p. 17). 
Although the results are dramatic and profound, it is important to note that 
transformative learning is a process that occurs over time. Learners’ meaning-making 
becomes increasingly clarified as they gradually “refine or elaborate [their] meaning 
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schemes, learn new meaning schemes, transform meaning schemes, and ultimately 
transform [their] meaning perspectives” (Mezirow, 1991). Transformative theory 
describes this change by describing how learners’ personal paradigms evolve and expand 
as they encounter new experiences throughout life. Mezirow’s theory is useful in this 
study to better understand (1) how online instructors encounter and approach challenges 
in the virtual environment; (2) how they critically reflect on their previous teaching-
related assumptions, beliefs, and experiences; (3) how they choose to engage in rational 
discourse with their peers; and (4) how their transformed meaning perspectives impact 
their online teaching practice. 
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CHAPTER 3. PLAN OF INQUIRY 
3.1. Research Design 
 This qualitative inquiry aims to examine expert instructors’ lived experienced 
with online pedagogy to (1) understand how teaching in a virtual environment affects 
pedagogical style, academic identity, and student-instructor interactions and (2) to 
explore how the virtual teaching experience evolves as faculty continue to teach online. 
Using a constructivist design, this study employs interviews and content analysis 
techniques to explore the following research questions: 
1. What challenges do experienced online faculty face when they teach in 
the virtual learning environment? 
2. What new challenges have emerged as a result of their continued 
online teaching experience? 
3. How do experienced instructors approach and address these 
challenges? 
Qualitative research aims to elicit richly detailed and descriptive data from a 
purposefully selected group of participants to better understand a phenomenon about 
which little is known (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). A qualitative 
approach is well suited to this study because it seeks to obtain an in-depth understanding 
of the online teaching experience from the perspective of expert instructors, who have 
been given little to no voice in the existing online literature.  
A constructivist design is used because the paradigm focuses on understanding 
and interpreting “the world of human experience” (Cohen & Manion, 1994, p. 36). 
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Constructivists believe that knowledge is socially created through interaction and shared 
experiences; this leads to the formation of multiple realities and varied perspectives of 
those multiple realities (Mertens, 2005). To understand these personal perspectives, 
researchers engage with participants to identify and analyze the motives, meanings, and 
reasons that shape their worldview (Neuman, 2000).  
Given the relativist nature of constructivism, versatile research methods are 
needed to capture the multi-faceted interpretations of participants’ perceived realities. I 
used in-depth semi-structured interviews to understand instructors’ perspectives of the 
online teaching experience and examine how they use past classroom experiences to 
inform their current teaching practices in the virtual learning environment.  
In addition to the interviews, I conducted a content analysis of participants’ 
professionally-oriented Twitter feeds (if available/applicable) to capture an additional 
dimension of the online teaching experience. Tweets commonly link to external Web 
pages, therefore links to participants’ teaching-related blogs and Web sites are also 
included in the analysis. The content collected via Twitter and teaching-related Web 
pages is publically available material. Participants have been apprised of the data 
collection and were invited to submit personal reflections and/or other items that capture 
their online teaching experiences. Combined with the interviews, the content analysis 
enabled me to construct a more detailed description of expert instructors’ perspectives of 
the virtual learning environment (See Table 1 for a description of the analyzed data). 
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Table 1. Content Analysis Source Summary 
Source Type Amount Word  
Count 
Approx  
page count 
Journal articles 18 157,372 395 
Blog posts 71 117,833 296 
Presentations 3 2,178 5.5 
Books/ebooks 2 141,301 314 
Written submissions 2 643 1.6 
Tweets 12 281,297 720 
TOTAL  700,624 1,732 
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3.2. Sample Selection 
Potential participants were identified by their membership in leading industry 
associations and professional networks or for their recognition via industry awards. 
Snowball sampling was also used, although not extensively. Participants were likely to 
recommend colleagues in their department or peers within their field and, although such 
acquaintances may have extensive online teaching experience, institutional and 
disciplinary variety among participants was a priority. 
Potential participants must have identified themselves to be ‘experienced’ 
instructors. Faculty acclimate to the online learning environment at varying speeds 
depending on their virtual teaching load (including the number and frequency of courses 
taught), their previous online learning experience (e.g., if they were an online student 
themselves), and their personal level of comfort with technology. Furthermore, this 
inquiry considers faculty perceptions of their personal experiences, a topic that lends 
itself to self-reported standards, thus defining experience by an arbitrary number of 
semesters proved to be an empty and inadequate metric. Asking faculty to gauge their 
level of expertise in the virtual environment suggests self-efficacy and was a more 
effective measure of experience, even if only as a proxy. 
 The researcher decided against focusing solely on ‘expert’ instructors with 
extensive knowledge and experience in the virtual learning environment because their 
verbal accounts are likely to be incomplete. Not all information previously available in 
short-term memory is retrievable from long-term memory; thus, expert instructors’ 
accounts of their earlier experiences are likely to be flawed (Ericsson & Simon, 1984). 
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Similarly, not all information available in short-term memory is actually reported by 
interviewees. Selecting participants who self-identified as ‘experienced’–as opposed to 
‘experts’–allowed for instructors with different relative levels of expertise and provided a 
more complete account of the online teaching experience at each stage. 
Participants must also be teaching in a fully online learning environment. This 
intentionally excluded blended and hybrid courses, which have a limited face-to-face 
component and are distinctly different than their fully online counterparts. Faculty who 
teach MOOCs (massive open online courses) have also been excluded because the large-
scale teaching experience is distinctly different from the more traditional online learning 
experience in terms of the degree and nature of instructor-student interactions.  
 
Table 2. Participant Selection Criteria 
 
Faculty 
Type 
Faculty Rank Institution 
Type 
Institution 
Location 
Other 
Full 
Associate 
Assistant  
Adjunct 
Junior 
Senior 
Tenure 
Non-Tenure 
2 Yr Public 
4 Yr Public 
4 Yr Private 
For-Profit 
Northeast 
Southeast 
Midwest 
Southwest 
West 
International 
Length of experience 
Discipline 
Prev. online learning 
experience 
Digital Native? 
 
 
 
  
41 
 
3.3. Sample Frame 
Participants were purposively selected based on a number of criteria, including: 
faculty rank, institution type, academic discipline, length of online teaching experience, 
and gender (See Table 1 for a full list of Participant Selection Criteria). Efforts were 
made to include an equal number of full, associate, and assistant-level professors on 
clinical and tenure tracks. Adjunct instructors were also included. Although they do not 
have the same service requirements or institutional commitments as full-time faculty, 
many adjunct instructors have extensive and diverse online teaching experiences because 
they are not tied to a particular institution; including them added to the richness of the 
data.  
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Table 3. Complete List of Study Participants 
  Alias Gender 
Rank of 
Faculty 
Discipline 
Inst. 
Type 
Inst. Size Region 
Yrs of 
Online 
Exper. 
Prev. 
Online 
Exper. 
Novice                   
  Aaron Male Professor 
Educational 
Technology 
Public 16,534 Midwest 12 No 
  Adam Male Instructor 
Higher 
Education 
Public 24,766 Midwest 4 No 
  Alex Male Professor Mathematics 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
5,847 Midwest 6 No 
  Alexis Female Professor 
Instructional 
Design & 
Technology 
Public 56,000 International 13 Yes 
  Alice Female Adjunct  Sociology 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
7,119 Northeast 2 Yes 
  Ambros Male Adjunct  
Telecom & 
Information 
Technology 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
5,565 Midwest 9 No 
  Anne Female Instructor  
General 
Studies 
For-
profit 
7,500 West 5 No 
  Audrey Female 
Clinical 
Assistant 
Professor 
Educational 
Technology 
Public 50,691 Southeast 16 No 
Journeymen                   
  Barbara Female 
Assistant 
Professor 
Mathematics 
and Natural 
Private 
not-for-
15,553 West 8 No 
  
4
3
Sciences profit 
  Barry Male 
Academic 
Vice 
President 
Native 
American 
Studies 
For-
profit 
47,456 Midwest 6 No 
  Ben Male 
Associate 
Professor 
Human 
Resources 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
5,811 Northeast 6 No 
  Beth Female 
Assistant 
Professor 
Healthcare  
Private 
not-for-
profit 
7,385 Midwest 6 No 
  Beverly Female Adjunct  
Online 
Teaching & 
Learning 
For-
profit 
300,800 Southwest 7 No 
  Bonnie Female Adjunct  
Information 
Studies 
Public 16,092 Midwest 9 Yes 
  Brian Male 
Associate 
Dean 
 Information 
Systems 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
747 Midwest 16 No 
  Brooke Female 
Associate 
Professor 
Writing and 
Rhetoric 
Public 53,401 Southeast 10 No 
  Bruce Male 
Associate 
Professor 
History 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
525 Midwest 15 No 
Master                   
  Caroline Female Instructor Education Public 5,158 International 7 No 
  Catherine Female 
Associate 
Professor 
Education Public 41,052 Midwest 16 Yes 
  Cecilia Female Adjunct  Art History 
Private 
not-for-
2,093 West 7 No 
  
4
4
profit 
  Claire Female Lecturer 
Classics & 
Letters 
Public 16,092 Midwest 13 No 
  Clark Male Instructor English 
Public 
(2yr) 
9,516 Northeast 13 No 
  Claudia Female 
Associate 
Professor 
Education Public 13,992 Southwest 17 No 
  Cynthia Female Adjunct  Business 
Public 
(2yr) 
9,406 Midwest 14 Yes 
Expert                   
  Damon Male Professor Mathematics 
Public 
(2yr) 
9,021 Southwest 14 No 
  Deborah Female 
Clinical 
Asst. 
Professor 
Education Public 5,560 Midwest 9 Yes 
  Deirdre Female 
Associate 
Professor 
Information 
Technology 
Private 
not-for-
profit 
9,448 Midwest 14 No 
  Dennis Male Professor Social Science 
Public 
(2yr) 
3,725 Northeast 18 No 
  Diana Female Instructor Photography Public 20,688 West 12 Yes 
  Dorothy Female Professor Education Public 26,840 Midwest 19 No 
  Doug Male Instructor Philosophy 
Public 
(2yr) 
13,147 West 11 No 
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Several studies have shown that faculty rank can influence instructors’ perceived 
motivations to teach online and affects how they approach online learning (Rockwell et 
al., 1999; Giannoni & Tesone, 2003). For example, senior faculty are less likely to be 
influenced by extrinsic rewards because they have already established themselves within 
their field and institution. Instead, senior faculty are more likely to be influenced by 
intrinsic rewards because they are motivated by goals that align with personal fulfillment 
and “self-actualization” (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003). Conversely, junior faculty are more 
likely to be motivated by extrinsic rewards such as course development funds, time 
release, and credit toward tenure and promotion that will help further their academic 
careers (Giannoni & Tesone, 2003). Including a variety of faculty from different ranks 
ensured that any motivational differences due to seniority were represented in the sample. 
 Efforts were made to include faculty from a variety of institutions, as defined by 
their Carnegie Classification, and included public two-year colleges, public four-year 
institutions, and private four-year institutions. Research universities and masters-level 
colleges/universities were also included, as well a number of for-profit institutions. 
Institution type can affect institutional mission, organizational structure, strategic goals, 
and student demographics; it can also impact the level of institutional support and 
technical resources faculty receive. Therefore, including a variety of institutions ensured 
that the study sample included instructors who teach in different institutional 
environments and allowed the researcher to explore if and how such external institutional 
factors impact faculty perceptions of their online teaching experiences.  
Attention was also paid to institutional geography to ensure that rural, suburban, 
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and urban institutions from all regions of the United States were included; a number of 
international institutions were included too. Although online faculty do not necessarily 
need to live near the college or university where they teach, anecdotal evidence shows 
that most online faculty still live in relatively close proximity to their institution. 
Geography will likely influence the institutional culture and may, in turn, affect 
instructors’ teaching experience, whether they are face-to-face or online. 
3.4. Data Collection 
Interviews  
In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 online instructors, at 
which point thematic saturation was reached. This proved to be a sufficient number of 
participants to capture a variety of educational backgrounds, institutional affiliations, and 
teaching experiences while still allowing for an in-depth analysis of each account. 
Interviews were conducted by phone due to logistical constraints. Although face-
to-face interviews would be have been ideal because they help build rapport between the 
researcher and the participants, online instructors are accustomed to technologically 
mediated communications and were not inhibited by the lack of in-person 
communication.  
Interviews followed a semi-structured format, which ensured that each interview 
covered a common set of topics while giving the researcher freedom to follow 
unexpected ideas and tangents that arose during the interview process (See Appendix A 
for the Interview Guide). Participants were asked about their academic and professional 
backgrounds, their initial online teaching experiences, their motivations for continuing to 
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teach online, and the perceived impact online learning has had on their pedagogic style, 
academic identity, relationships with students, and interactions with colleagues. 
Participants were also asked to reflect on their current views, experiences, and 
constructions of online learning and describe how those views have changed over time. 
Interviews lasted approximately 45–60 minutes to allow participants to fully reflect on 
and recount their online teaching experiences; the audio was recorded using Audacity 
audio-recording software.  
An Institutional Review Board (IRB)–approved pilot study was conducted in 
summer 2014. Fifteen faculty members were recruited and agreed to participate (See 
Appendix B for Demographic Data of Pilot Study Participants). Interviews were 
conducted via phone using an interview guide and lasted approximately 40–50 minutes. 
Each call was recorded and transcribed. 
The findings were coded using NVivo data analysis software according to the data 
analysis guidelines listed previously. Preliminary findings indicate that institutional 
affiliation and educational background have a greater impact on faculty perceptions of the 
online experiences than initially expected, so the sample was expanded to include 
instructors from a wider variety of institutions and educational backgrounds, specifically 
including faculty with previous online learning experience (e.g., completed a degree or 
certificate program online themselves). Initial themes show that such instructors approach 
the virtual learning environment in a different way than faculty without online learning 
experience; efforts were made to include “digital natives” among the expanded sample so 
these differences can be explored further (Prensky, 2001).  
48 
 
Content Analysis  
The pilot study findings also revealed that online instructors seek different kinds 
of support from different sources depending on their level of expertise. Specifically, more 
advanced instructors go online to seek advice from their broader professional networks. 
Many of these networks are hosted on Twitter, a publically available social media site. 
However, tweets provided limited information because they are restricted to 140 
characters or less. Because of this, Twitter users commonly link to external blogs or Web 
sites to elaborate on their abbreviated tweets. I conducted a content analysis of 
participants’ tweets regarding their online teaching experiences and teaching-related blog 
posts or Web articles (See Table 1 for a description of the analyzed data). 
Qualitative content analysis is a flexible research method that aims to understand 
the subjective interpretation of textual data through the systematic process of coding to 
identify themes and patterns (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This inquiry used the textual form 
content analysis, which is typically used when an inquiry aims to describe a phenomenon 
about which little is known and allows for data triangulation (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). 
3.5. Data Analysis 
 Most qualitative research is based on a phenomenological position (Maykut & 
Morehouse, 1994). It seeks to understand the inner world of perception and meaning-
making to explain a given phenomenon from the participants’ viewpoint. Such research 
does not lend itself to quantifiable abstraction or rigid methods common in quantitative 
analyses. Instead, a more descriptive approach is needed.  
The constant comparative method provides such an approach by “combin[ing] 
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systematic data collection, coding, and analysis with theoretical sampling … [to] generate 
theory that is integrated, close to the data, and expressed in a clear form” (Conrad, 
Neumann, Haworth, & Scott, 1993, p. 280). It is appropriate for this study because the 
simultaneous coding and analysis processes allow for in-depth exploration of meaning 
making and constructions (1) within each interview to see if Mezirow’s stages of 
transformative learning are present and (2) compare concepts across interviews and social 
media content to identify any common trends and developing themes. This constant 
comparison informed my subsequent participant sampling, enabling me to provide rich 
descriptions of faculty experiences (Conrad et al., 1993). 
3.6. Coding Process 
Among the many qualitative coding strategies, the three-step process of open, 
axial, and selective coding is most common (Berg, 2007). Open coding is concerned with 
“identifying, naming, categorizing and describing phenomena in the text” (Borgatti, 
1996). As the researcher reads each segment of data, she asks herself, “What is this? 
What is being referenced here?” (Borgatti, 1996). This enables the researcher to label 
phenomena, discover categories, and develop the properties and dimensions of those 
categories. After completing the open coding process, 104 codes had been created. 
In the axial coding stage, the initial codes were linked to one another by means of 
inductive and deductive reasoning to create categories. Similar codes were grouped and 
the data segments in each category were compared. Data needing further differentiation 
was divided into sub-categories. The categories were then reviewed to ensure they are 
meaningful both internally (understood in context) and externally (understood through 
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comparison) (Dey, 1993). At this stage, the initial codes were grouped into broader 
categories including: pedagogical beliefs, assumptions and expectations, inconsistencies, 
community engagement, improvements and advancements. During the analysis 
During the selective coding process, the core category were identified and defined 
based on emerging themes: discord, discourse, and discussion. I found patterns and 
themes that were indicative of transformative learning, so I used Mezirow’s theory as a 
framework to help structure my findings. The axial categories were the arranged around 
these three main themes to form a coherent model of the findings that aligned with the 
transformative learning process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  
Figure 1. Visual Depiction of the Coding Process 
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3.7. Trustworthiness 
 Steps were taken to establish the internal and external accuracy of the findings. 
Construct and measurement accuracy is concerned with how accurately the reported 
findings match with participants’ perceptions (Trochim, 2006), so member checks were 
conducted with each participant to ensure the findings correctly captured their intended 
meaning (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Triangulation of interview and content analysis data 
also enabled me to build more comprehensive and robust accounts of participants’ 
perceptions and strengthen the credibility, rigor, and trustworthiness of my findings 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
 External validity is concerned with the generalizability of the findings (Trochim, 
2006). Although transferability is the responsibility of the individual doing the 
generalizing, I increased the transferability of my findings by including thick descriptions 
of the phenomena and the context of the phenomena to help others better assess whether 
findings are applicable to their particular situations. The combination of in-depth 
interviews and content analysis data provided the rich detail necessary to provide such 
thorough and comprehensive accounts. 
3.8. Ethical Issues 
Participation in the study was voluntary. Potential participants were free to 
decline the invitation to participate and confirmed participants were able to withdraw 
from the study at any point. All potential participants received an IRB-approved letter of 
consent to inform them about the purpose of the study, the anticipated time commitment, 
and their privacy rights. Participants were not compensated for their participation. 
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Participants’ names and institutional affiliations have been kept anonymous. Each 
individual was given a pseudonym; their identities and contact information were stored in 
a separate password-protected file. Interview transcripts, blog/Web posts and tweets were 
scrubbed of any identifying information. All data and participant-related information was 
kept for the duration of the study. Afterward, it will disposed of in accordance with the 
IRB’s privacy policies. 
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS 
4.1. Typology Overview 
 This study focuses on faculty who have several years of experience teaching in an 
online learning environment and examines their lived experiences with digital pedagogy 
to understand what challenges they face when teaching in the virtual environment. 
Particular attention is paid to understanding how the online teaching experience has 
affected their interactions with students, academic identity, and pedagogical beliefs.  
 Individual and cross-case analyses reveal four distinct types of online instructors: 
novices, journeymen, masters, and experts. These typological categories were developed 
from the data by identifying key pedagogical characteristics of participants with 
analogous digital teaching practices and philosophies, including how they view their 
students in the virtual learning environment, how they view themselves as an online 
instructor, and how they view the digital teaching-learning dynamic. (For an overview, 
see Table 3) 
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Table 4. Overview of the Transformative Process by Typological Category 
The themes of discord, discourse and development align with key phases of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory and 
were used to explore faculty constructions of the online teaching experience at different stages. 
 
  INEXPERIENCED  
to NOVICE 
NOVICE  
to JOURNEYMAN 
JOURNEYMAN 
to MASTER 
MASTER  
to EXPERT 
Discord         
  Inexperienced 
instructors... 
Novices... Journeymen... Master... 
Pedagogical 
Beliefs 
Hold traditionalist views 
- students are passive 
- instructor is expert 
authority 
- teaching/learning is one-
sided, transactional 
Hold slightly altered 
traditionalist views 
(focused more on the 
role of the instructor) 
- students are content 
novices 
- instructors are the 
classroom authority 
- teaching/learning is a 
highly-structured, 
instructor-led activity 
Hold quasi traditional 
academic views 
- students are content 
novices 
- instructors are 
content experts but not 
online experts; admit 
they are still learning 
to teach well in the 
virtual environment  
- teaching/learning 
largely one-sided & 
instructor led 
Merging traditional 
academic beliefs with new 
norms of the online 
environ. 
- students: novices 
technologically & 
socially, but also respect 
the experiences they bring 
to the learning process 
- instructor: classroom 
authority, but increasingly 
willing to relinquish 
expert status 
- teaching/learning: place 
significant emphasis on 
importance of teaching, 
but also more conscious of 
students' learning 
experience 
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Assumptions & 
Expectations 
About the nature of the 
online teaching exp 
- it will be easy 
- it will be the same as 
teaching f2f 
About key online actors 
- onl students are of a 
lesser caliber 
- onl instructors are 
academically less 
qualified 
- onl environment is static 
About engagement 
and interaction 
- increased online 
interactions will 
improve engagement 
About institutional 
support 
- is an entitlement 
- will continue to meet 
their evolving needs 
About technological 
abilities of students 
- digital natives of 
equal tech ability 
- will be willing to 
experiment 
- will be willing to 
engage online 
About benefits of 
online learning 
- benefits are myriad 
& obvious 
- can convince f2f 
colleagues of new-
found online benefits 
 
 
The importance of 
teaching  
- must be the primary 
focus 
- good teaching transcends 
environ 
Increased interaction 
between instructor & 
students will lead to better 
learning outcomes 
Inconsistencies Underestimated the level 
of difficulty in terms of... 
- course construction 
- attending to students' 
needs 
- time commitment 
Overestimated their 
degree of independence & 
control 
- over course design 
- over content & 
communications 
Lack of engagement 
- increased 
interactions do not 
necessarily improve 
engagement 
Lack of institutional 
support 
- support from 
instructional designers 
is insufficient 
- lack of respect from 
campus-based 
Inconsistent technical 
abilities among 
students 
- lack digital literacies 
- experimentation is 
taxing 
Online learning not 
embraced by all 
- benefits not apparent 
to those outside online 
space 
- campus colleagues 
Instructor-focused 
teaching is not good 
pedagogy 
- marginalizes students 
Increasing instructor-
student interactions has a 
limit, after which it has a 
negative impact on the 
learning process 
- Students become overly 
dependent on the 
instructor, fail to engage 
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- over technology/LMS colleagues and peers 
results in isolation & 
alienation 
unwilling to 
reconsider prev. ideas 
about online learning 
with peers 
Discourse         
Degree of 
Engagement 
Limited 
- interact only with the 
institutional instructional 
designers 
Involved at the 
institutional level 
Observe at the inter-
institutional level (i.e. 
the broader online 
teaching community) 
 
 
Significant 
participation in the 
broader online 
learning community 
Leaders of the online 
teaching community – act 
as 
- educators 
- thought leaders 
- advocates 
Improvements 
& 
Advancements 
- Greater level of course 
preparation 
- Increased clarity 
- More intelligent course 
design 
Improve 
communications 
- to be more 
responsive 
- to be increasingly 
expressive  
- to incorporate more 
varied media 
- Increased level of 
engagement & social 
presence 
- Enhance online 
learning environ. 
- More intelligent 
approach to 
experimentation 
Develop a student 
centered approach 
Cultivate a constructivist 
view 
Development         
  Develop to become 
novices 
Develop to become 
journeymen 
Develop to become 
masters 
Develop to become 
experts 
In Theory Adhere to traditionalist 
banking paradigm 
- students are uncritical 
repositories 
- instructor is the learning 
manager 
- LMS is the 'bank of 
More critically 
reflective 
- acknowledge that 
pedagogical change is 
necessary; f2f 
methods aren't 
transferable 
Sense of stewardship 
- take responsibility 
for improving 
students' online 
learning experience 
Instructor centered 
- aware of the impact 
Critical digital 
pedagogues 
- Focused on 
empowerment and agency 
of students 
- Focused on equality 
Encourage the emergence 
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knowledge' 
- teaching/learning is 
transactional, unequal 
Still hold traditionalist 
views 
- students are passive 
- instructor is 
classroom authority 
- teaching/learning is 
one-sided transfer of 
knowledge 
 
 
they have upon the 
learning process 
Believe teaching is of 
paramount importance 
- good pedagogy 
should transcend 
environment 
of knowledge through 
dialogue and the interplay 
of multiple voices 
In Practice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Minimal/minor 
improvements to: 
- classroom management 
- content delivery 
- track student 
activity/progress 
Lack pedagogical 
awareness 
- distracted by technology 
- don't recognize potential 
impact of on student 
learning experience 
Seek to find ways to 
improve online 
educational 
experience 
- actively seek out 
areas for improvement 
- strive to make 
classes efficient, 
orderly & 
bureaucratically neat 
Beginning to 
experiment 
- hesitantly, cautiously 
Open to change and 
regular 
experimentation 
- to be more affective 
- to create a more 
engaging learning 
community 
- to create 
personalized/differenti
ated experiences 
Relinquish power to 
students and let them take 
charge of the learning 
experience 
- Focus their energy on 
cultivating a dynamic 
learning environment 
- Embrace the messiness 
of teaching/learning 
dynamic 
- Use experimentation not 
as a means to an end but 
as an end itself 
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 The following sections explore instructors’ progression through these stages, 
examining what challenges they face at each phase, how they react and respond to those 
challenges, and how these challenges evolve over time as they become more experienced 
instructors. It is important to note that advancement is not a linear process that occurs at 
regular intervals according to the amount of time an instructor has been teaching in the 
online environment. Instead, it is intermittent, marked by periods of progression, 
regression, and spans of stagnation (See Figure 2 for a map of the transformative process 
of online instructors).  
Findings indicate that digital pedagogical advancement is directly impacted by the 
way instructors understand their evolving academic identities and respond to 
vulnerability in the online learning environment. Although vulnerability in the classroom 
is not a new concept to most instructors, many of these challenges (e.g., cheating, 
plagiarism, exploitation of course policies, etc.) are amplified in the online learning 
environment and further compounded by new susceptibilities produced by the 
autonomous nature of the digital learning experience.  
These vulnerabilities force online instructors to reconsider many of the meaning 
structures that have come to define their academic identity. What is their role in the 
online learning environment? What is the nature of their authority? How does this new 
dynamic affect their relationship with students? Does it impact the way they teach? Does 
their new role in the online environment affect how their institutional colleagues and 
broader academic community views and values them? 
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The following sections present an in-depth description of the transformational 
process instructors go through as they renegotiate their authority in the digital learning 
environment. Arranged by typology, each section examines a) how inconsistencies 
between instructors’ expectations and experiences lead to the development of internal 
crises, b) where instructors seek support in an effort to resolve such these conflicts, and c) 
how instructors come to accept new ideas to resolve such discrepancies and incorporate 
them into their evolving online academic identities and digital pedagogical practices. 
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Figure 2. The transformative development process of online instructors. 
The map above is based upon the data collected from study participants and depicts the 
transformative process online instructors go through they advance to become more 
pedagogically proficient in the virtual learning environment.  
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4.2. Becoming a Novice  
Discord: Conflicts between Meaning Schemes and Online Experiences 
 Social norms of inexperienced online instructors.  
Inexperienced online instructors frame their assumptions about the virtual 
teaching experience in the terms of the traditional academic norms they have been 
exposed to as a learner and, in many cases, as an on-campus instructor as well. They tend 
to see students as passive receptors of information and faculty as the content experts who 
provide such information by way of exposition (e.g., lectures, lessons, demonstrations, 
etc.). This occurs at a set time and place each week, following the semester-based 
schedule. As such, learning is largely a one-sided transactional process that takes places 
within specific confines and according to highly structured norms. 
 Expectations and assumptions. 
Expectations about the nature of the online teaching experience. The vast 
majority of inexperienced online instructors believe that teaching in the virtual 
environment will be easier. They assume that the course construction process will be 
straightforward and require them to do little more than transfer their face-to-face content 
to an inert online course shell.  
When Brooke reflected on her initial online teaching experience, she recalled, “I 
was going [to] be teaching my same course, the one I had been teaching face-to-face for 
years … I assumed it would be similar, just in an online modality. I assumed I could just 
translate it and say: Here’s what I do in my [face-to-face] class, let’s see how I can do the 
same thing online.” 
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Bonnie similarly explained, “My initial plan for all my online courses was to do a 
lot of capturing so I could just re-create what I had already done in my face-to-face 
lectures. I was trying to capture that in-class environment and just move it online.”  
Once their course is constructed, new instructors assume that it is complete and 
can easily be rerun each semester with only minor updates. For example, Doug assumed 
that, “putting my face-to-face course online would take a long weekend … I thought an 
online course was basically a static thing where you put all your materials, assignments, 
discussion prompts … just put them up there and you’re done.”  
Furthermore, new instructors expect that running an online course will require 
minimal effort. They presume that their online students will be relatively autonomous and 
uninterested in interacting with the instructor. Alice said she had planned “to take a 
hands-off approach … I posted the lectures and the notes, so I assumed they’d just make 
their discussion posts and turn in their papers … I would be there if they needed me but, 
otherwise, I assumed I’d just be in the background.” Cynthia also expected teaching 
online to be a minimal time commitment. She figured that she could, “just run the course 
on autopilot, checking in every once in a while to make sure the students were set.” 
Many new instructors also implicitly assume that they will have the same degree 
of latitude in creating and facilitating their online courses as they did with their face-to-
face courses. Deborah, a clinical assistant professor of education who also assists with 
online faculty development at her institution, recalled her initial hubris: “I thought: I’m 
the expert here and I don’t want to be told how to build my course … I know what needs 
to be covered and how to cover it … online or not—this is my field, I’m a trained 
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educator and I’m the expert.” 
Expectations about key actors in the online learning environment. Many 
instructors admit that they were dismissive of online learning before becoming an online 
instructor themselves. They presumed that online students would be less qualified and 
dedicated than their face-to-face peers. Ben confessed that he thought online learning 
“was weak and ineffective … it was where student who couldn’t go to a real school went 
to get a degree.” And Deborah conceded that, “I used to think online learning was the 
easy way out … that people who learned online were slackers who were unable to handle 
‘real’ learning at a ‘real’ university.” 
New instructors also tend to discount online faculty, assuming they are lazy, less 
qualified, and not serious academics. Again, Ben recalled, “I remember when I first 
started out in academia and my department was looking to hire new faculty … some 
applicants had degrees from online programs and I remember thinking these were degrees 
that you’d peel out of the inside of a cracker jack box ... that they had very little academic 
value and that they were not likely to be strong researchers.” Brian put it more bluntly, “I 
assumed they were doing it because they just want to teach at home in their pajamas.”  
Inexperienced instructors also tend to have a negative impression of the online 
learning environment, assuming that it is static, restrictive, and solely a text-based and 
impersonal learning environment. While reflecting on how much his own view of online 
education has changed over time, Doug explained:  
Still today, many of my colleagues and other instructors who have never 
taught online tend to think that online course are like the old Yahoo news 
page, which was basically a static site that forced you to link to external 
resources … Many people still think that an online course is just a 
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document repository where everything is kept. They think it’s a place 
where you can find your syllabus, your readings and your assignments but 
there’s not much else you can do—they have a really limited view of what 
online learning can be. 
 
Some participants had previous experience with the virtual learning environment 
as a student themselves, however their experiences tended to be limited (i.e., a few 
classes, not an entire degree program) and largely underwhelming, if not negative. Alice 
recalled, “I had taken a handful of online courses as an undergraduate and a graduate 
student, maybe 2, 3, or 4. My experience as an online learner was pretty autonomous and 
isolating … To be honest, I always felt like the professor was totally detached. I made the 
required discussion board posts and turned in my papers and that was pretty much it.”  
Deborah described a similar experience as a doctoral student, “I logged in, opened the 
course module, and said ‘Oh my god, please don’t let this be real.’ But it was real. It was 
just a syllabus, a folder with a PowerPoint in it, and a discussion question. That’s it. I 
kept thinking, ‘Where’s the content?’ ‘Where’s the learning?’ I was freaking out because 
I knew this wasn’t going work—this was not effective pedagogy.” 
 Inconsistencies between expectations and online experiences.  
Many new instructors find the initial online teaching experience to be jarring 
because it differs so greatly from their expectations. First, it is much more challenging 
than they imagined it would be. Alice explained that she was shocked by the difficulty 
she experienced, “After I finished that first semester online, my first reaction was: ‘Oh 
my gosh, this is so much harder than any face-to-face teaching I’ve ever done.’” Ben 
recalled being similarly surprised: “I remember thinking ‘wow, I really didn’t think it was 
going to be this rigorous.’ It was really demanding, really difficult.” And Doug 
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remembered, “I literally sat at my computer one day and just wept because I thought 
teaching this course [online] was impossible. I had no idea how all this work was going 
to be done.” 
Course construction. The first area that requires attention is the actual 
construction of the course. Many inexperienced instructors assume that they will be able 
to use their face-to-face content in their online courses, however they quickly realize that 
very little of their traditional course materials are transferable to the virtual learning 
environment. Caroline reported, “I realized that you can’t just say: Okay, this is how I did 
it face-to-face, so I’m going to do it the same way online.” Doug similarly recalled that 
constructing his first online course, “challenged my assumption that I could do 
everything the same as I did in the face-to-face environment. It required a lot of 
rethinking, it was a struggle.”  
Lectures need to be truncated, lessons need to be modularized, and assignments 
need to be modified; in some cases, entire courses have to be redesigned. With so many 
elements to evaluate and reconsider, many new instructors find the course construction 
process to be overwhelming. Anne described her initial online experience as “mind-
boggling” because “you have to deal with so many issues, from establishing the learning 
objectives for the course to figuring out the video production technology … I felt like 
everything had to be changed—it was definitely a new paradigm.” And Doug recalled an 
equally disorienting experience when he first approached online learning: 
What’s so hard about redesigning a course [for the online environment] is 
that it forces you to re-conceptualize what goes on in the face-to-face 
classroom. For example, it’s easy to have a multiple small discussions in a 
face-to-face environment. I give a mini lecture, then have a ten minute 
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discussion, then give another mini lecture, followed by a quiz or another 
discussion, you get the idea. But that doesn’t work online because every 
discussion is written out. If I have 35 students and plan to have two 
discussions every week … 35 main posts plus 35 replies—that’s 70—
times 2 … that means I have to read 140 posts just for one class. If each 
post is hundreds of words, I’m going to wind up reading tens if not 
hundreds of thousands of words with all of my online classes. No way! So 
I realized what is eminently doable in a face-to-face environment just 
can’t be done online and so I had to rethink how this course was going to 
work. 
 
New instructors also have to consider how to alter their teaching persona to fit the 
online learning environment. Anne described this as her “biggest challenge” because she 
realized, “I was going to have come up with a whole new shtick … my humor and energy 
and all of the things that make me successful in my face-to-face classes were not going to 
translate to the online environment … it was really hard for me.” Deborah also wrestled 
with recasting her teaching persona when she first started teaching online. She recalled, 
“I was such a good teacher face-to-face, I really connected with my students … I was 
really nervous when I started teaching online. I worried: ‘How on earth can I be the 
teacher I know I am without being in a classroom?’ ‘How do I translate my personality in 
an online environment?’” 
Students’ needs. New instructors also discover that their online students have 
much more demanding expectations of online faculty than they had initially anticipated. 
Many participants reported being surprised by their students’ demands for instantaneous 
feedback on their work and immediate responses to their frequent inquiries.  
Deirdre explained, “online students tend to want more immediate feedback. 
They’re always looking for formative feedback and feel like they can’t move on to step 
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two unless you’ve checked to make sure they’ve done step one correctly … in some 
cases, I’ve had students post something to the discussion board or send an e-mail and, if 
they don’t get a response within an hour, they’ll call me to ask why I haven’t responded. 
Their expectations are totally unrealistic.”  
Beverly echoed Deirdre’s frustration, “[Online] students expect instant responses. 
Instant. They don’t want to wait. Some students think nothing of calling the school or 
texting and e-mailing their academic counselor if they don’t have a response from me 
within 24 hours.” And Beth has had to deal with similar student demands too; she 
claimed that “my online students are much more hungry for the instructor. When they 
have questions, they want everything explained to them individually … and they get very 
anxious if I don’t respond right away ... It’s draining for me as the instructor, mentally 
and emotionally.” 
Time commitment. Between creating course materials, facilitating learning, and 
fielding student inquiries, many new instructors find teaching online to be extremely time 
consuming; more so than they ever expected. Anne reported, “I don’t think I had any real 
understanding of what online faculty were experiencing until I taught online myself. 
Really understanding the time and effort it takes to create the learning materials, that it 
takes to keep learners engaged in the virtual learning environment. I completely 
underestimated how much time all that would take.” 
Alex also found that commonplace teaching tasks took significantly longer in the 
online environment. He explained that it takes much more time to formulate and write a 
well-written response when responding to his online students’ inquiries, as opposed to 
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speaking with his students face-to-face during office hours. Although he has 
experimented with audio comments, he finds it takes just as long to speak his responses, 
produce the recording, and post it as it does to write out an answer. As a math and 
computer science instructor, there are times when his responses “don’t really lend 
themselves to words, so I find myself wanting to sketch something out ... and then I end 
up producing a document that has drawings in it … it takes so much time. It’s such a 
production.” 
The constant demand of the online learning environment begins to wear on 
instructors too. They describe the pace of the online learning environment to be “rapid” 
and “nonstop.” Many also report feeling “inundated” and “overwhelmed” and worry that 
they can barely keep up.  
Alice found teaching online to be, “so much more time consuming than I expected 
it to be … you can’t just login for the two hours you would’ve spent teaching in the 
classroom and be done with it. You have to be at a computer and available all the time.” 
Aaron echoed Alice’s experience, explaining that “[i]t feels like the class never ends. 
There’s always something that needs to be addressed or taken care of … you end up 
feeling like you have to be on call 24/7, seven days a week.” And Beth felt that “my 
students were on me all the time. There was never a way to escape. It felt like there was 
so much riding on my shoulders.” 
Lack of independence and control. Several participants were surprised by the 
lack of independence and control granted to new instructors. In their experiences, new 
online instructors had no say in the course design or content and their communications 
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were pre-formed and scheduled to be sent at specified times; even their interactions were 
students were choreographed.  
Alice explained, “I have to give a weekly report on my students’ progress to both 
a team lead, who oversees all of the intro classes, and to the students’ advisors … if a 
students doesn’t log on for x amount of days, I have to reach out to them to see what’s 
going on … I don’t even have control over my late-work policy, [the institution] requires 
me to be extremely flexible with things like that because they think it helps with student 
retention.” When asked how she feels about this arrangement, Alice said, “I struggle with 
the idea of a canned curriculum, with the fact that I have no real input on the discussion 
questions my students are answering, the assignments that they’re completing, any of 
those things ... it seems that [the institution] doesn’t trust my judgment enough to bring in 
additional material or assignments.” 
Even when instructors have a degree of control over the content, they still have to 
contend with capricious changes in the technology used to support the online learning 
environment. Beverly complained that “[t]he speed at which the learning management 
system is changed was my initial biggest challenge and continues to be. For whatever 
reason, administrators seem to think that updating the LMS on a continuous and frequent 
basis is an improvement, and I fail to get that rationale. It’s very difficult as an instructor 
when you have a new LMS every time you login.” 
 The disconnect between instructors’ expectations and experiences leaves them 
feeling shocked, disoriented, and vulnerable. They feel as though their academic ability 
and authority are being called into question. Deborah recalled, “I thought ‘Oh, this isn’t 
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what I thought teaching online was going to be like at all’… I felt lost, unanchored. I 
couldn’t believe that I had been so naive, that I had been so judgmental.” This sense of 
surprise and confusion is remarkably common among new online instructors, however 
the way in which they react to it is diverse. 
 Internal crises: instructors’ psychological reactions and responses. 
Demoralized. Some instructors become demoralized due to the lack of ownership, 
agency, and trust. To them, it is clear that an external authority ‘owns’ the course (e.g., a 
team lead, senior faculty member, or subject matter expert) and this makes them feel 
insecure. Beth explained how the lack of authorship translates into self-doubt when she 
described her experience teaching a course created by her more senior colleagues: 
I’ve designed a couple courses and I know those courses inside and out. I 
know exactly what each module is supposed to accomplish, why each 
reading is included, that kind of thing. When I teach a course that [senior 
faculty] have created, I have to guess a lot because I don’t fully understand 
the course trajectory. Students assume that you have this really deep 
knowledge, but I’m not sure I’m going to be able to answer their 
questions. It makes me feel out of my depth and anxious. I feel 
diminished. 
 
As a result, these demoralized instructors see themselves as conveyors, not 
creators, and they fail to accept responsibility for the quality of the course or the learning 
experiences it provides. This gives rise to a lack of agency where instructors consider 
course improvements to be dependent on external sources (e.g., technology, senior 
faculty) and are largely unaware of their pedagogical influence or impact as an instructor. 
Because of this, they have little to no motivation to make improvements to the way they 
teach.  
When Adam described his online teaching experience, it was clear that he saw 
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himself as having little influence in terms of course authorship or ownership. He 
explained, “The courses are situated so that there’s a full-time faculty member who owns 
the courses … Sometimes I actually just take their online course and copy-and-paste it 
over to my section … the full-time faculty are the ones that develop the courses here and 
have been teaching them for a while now, so I usually turn to whoever the full-time 
teaching person is for the course when a problem comes up in my class and they figure it 
out.” 
Ultimately, the lack of trust instructors experience is the most corrosive. 
Unpredictable changes in content and courseware cause instructors to feel disregarded 
and ignored. This leads to the development an external locus of control and a learned 
helplessness, causing instructors to see themselves as negligible actors who have little 
control in shaping students’ learning outcomes. Alice recalled that she became 
demoralized because she felt more like a babysitter than an instructor: “I was corralling 
these students and checking off a bunch of behaviors that they were supposed to be doing 
rather than being a facilitator and helping them to learn about new things. It was really 
difficult.” And Catherine found teaching “canned courses” to be an “impersonal” and 
even “dehumanizing” experience due to the lack of control. Stripped of their academic 
identity, demoralized instructors feel cognitively, physically, and emotionally 
overwhelmed. I conjecture that this causes them to shut down and fail to progress in their 
digital pedagogical development.  
Ambivalent. Other instructors are less disillusioned by their initial online 
experiences and exhibit a resigned acceptance of their new realities. Although the heavy-
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handed supervision and tight control are an annoyance, the imposed structure provides a 
sense of security and comfort. Aaron explained,  
As an online adjunct, the courses are established for you so all you have to 
do is run a module. At the start of the week, I’ll upload the documents and 
send out the communication for that module, then the students run with it. 
Sometimes students have questions and I’ll field those. But it’s less about 
teaching and more about facilitating in that process. 
Many of the ambivalent instructors are part-time or adjunct instructors and have 
an already diminished academic identity; to them, this kind of treatment is not necessarily 
unexpected or unwarranted. When talking about the merits and drawbacks to predesigned 
courses, Audrey admitted, “I understand that they’re necessary if you have 300,000 
students. You need to have one curriculum. I get that, but it’s a little disheartening that 
they don’t trust my judgment enough to bring in additional material or assignments.” 
Like their demoralized colleagues, ambivalent instructors tend to adopt an external locus 
of control and exhibit low self-efficacy. Consequently, the pedagogical development 
process shuts down and they fail to progress. 
Frustrated. Some instructors are frustrated by the lack of trust and control; they 
see such actions as inappropriate and a denial of their inherent rights as faculty. 
Consequently, they refuse to accept the status quo and reassert their academic identity as 
instructors. Motivated by a sense of stewardship, they recognize that their online students 
are hard-working, dedicated, and far exceed their original expectations. When asked 
about her impression of online students, Deborah explained: “There’s this misconception 
that online students are half-assing it, but that is not true. These students are more driven, 
dedicated, and intelligent than any other students I’ve come across.” Adam shared a 
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similar admiration for his online students, repeatedly describing them as “dedicated,” 
“motivated,” and “inspiring.” And Beverly explained,  
The majority of my students are either single parents, in the military, 
working full time, have kids, or are dealing with other life issues. So to see 
their dedication and drive is really impressive. Knowing that I can help 
these students is really what keeps me motivated and wanting to do this 
despite any issues I may have with the platform, curriculum or 
[institutional] policies. 
These instructors want to create the highest quality learning experience for their 
students. They recognize that their teaching skills, course design, and much of their 
content will need to be improved. Deborah honestly admitted, “I know my first online 
courses weren’t the best. Now that I’ve been teaching a while, I know they probably left a 
lot to be desired.” When reflecting on her first year as an online instructor, Bonnie 
similarly recalled,  
“When I first start teaching online, I thought ‘I have to encapsulate 
everything I’ve said in my lectures into this class.’ Over time, I realized 
‘Oh, no. I don’t have to do it quite that way. There are better ways to do 
this.’ One example: lecture capture. It’s horrible! Students deserve better 
than that.”  
But they persist. Doug explained:  
In the face of everything we have to maintain a certain level of hope. It 
may seem impractical. But I think there’s simply no other response to 
these [online] difficulties than hope. I think hope ultimately gives rise to 
agency. It’s our choice, our ability to choose hope over despondency or 
resignation that keeps us attentive to possibility. I think it’s that [hope] and 
our imagination and sense of possibility that enable us to solve problems 
and improve.  
This desire to improve prompts them to seek out help from others and engage in rational 
discourse to discover how to teach more effectively online. 
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Rational Discourse 
 Community of peers.  
At this stage, opportunities for interaction and engagement with other online 
instructors are limited. Consequently, new online instructors rely almost exclusively on 
their institutional instructional designers for assistance. Such support is convenient and 
helpful, however it is largely limited to technological concerns. Caroline, who has a dual 
role as an adjunct and an instructional designer at her institution, explained: “Your 
instructional designer may not be a person with an education background. He might have 
a technology background and be able to manipulate an LMS or know how to lay out 
content, but he doesn’t necessarily understand how to teach.” Deirdre, who also has an 
instructional design background, shared a similar sentiment, “Frankly, I don’t have much 
respect for the abilities of our instructional designers or Blackboard support staff—I 
believe I know better. They don’t have the kind of knowledge that I need.”  
Craving more substantial forms of support, some instructors reach out to their 
departmental colleagues who also teach online, however this tends to be rare. Many 
participants reported being “disconnected” or “isolated” from the other online instructors 
at their institution, and some admitted that they were too unsure about their new online 
role to reach out to their faculty colleagues for help.  
Due to her background in faculty development and digital pedagogy, Caroline is 
one of the few people that new instructors feel comfortable approaching. She explained,  
I’m always hunted down by new [online] faculty who have questions 
because they know I understand teaching in addition to instructional 
design. That makes a huge difference. Their questions aren’t about the 
“how do I do this” or “where is the best place to stick that content” type 
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questions. Once you figure out the how-tos, it’s easy. It’s the what-ifs that 
really make a difference. And I’m one of the few people here who can 
speak to those kinds of issues.  
As a result, new online instructors tend to remain predominantly isolated and 
disconnected from the online teaching community. 
 Improvements and advancements via critical reflection.  
Because instructional designers are the primary—if not sole—source of support 
for new online instructors, pedagogical improvements tend to focus on elements related 
to content and basic course design. 
Greater level of preparation. When participants reflected on their initial online 
teaching experiences, many recognized how unprepared they were to teach in the virtual 
environment. Unlike in a face-to-face setting, where faculty have the freedom and 
flexibility to change assignments, readings, or even the trajectory of the course as the 
semester progresses, participants realized that such an unregimented approach does not 
work in the online environment. Cynthia recalled:  
I have always been a very organized teacher but teaching online forced me 
to be even more organized and be more prepared ahead of time. I realized 
that I had to setup the entire course from beginning to end – materials, 
assignments, due dates, class plans, exams – the whole thing down to 
every last discussion question. That’s a new level of preparation even for 
super-organized me! 
 
Brian similarly recalled that he quickly learned the importance of preparation, 
explaining: “When you teach online, you really have to be organized. You have to have 
everything set up and arranged so it’s easy for students to find. You can’t wing-it like you 
can in a face-to-face class. That just leads to chaos.” 
There is also an unexpected increase in the managerial aspect to teaching online 
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that instructor do not expect. Cecilia reflected, “I was more surprised at the amount of 
recordkeeping that you have to do—so much more than you do in a in-person class. I 
found that there was a lot of administrative stuff that took up so much time.” And Alex 
complained, “There’s always more production that goes into it. There’s more preplanning 
and the frustration of having to use the LMS … I say frustration because it involves so 
much work that is just menial. Update this upload that—it’s endless.”  
Increased clarity. New online instructors also come to realize that clarity is 
critically important in the online learning environment and recognize that they need to be 
more linguistically precise in their syllabi, assignments, announcements, explanations, 
and responses. Ambrose explained: “The first go-around was rough, so I’ve been working 
with the instructional designers here and they’re always pushing me for greater clarity in 
my assignments. They tell me I have to be more prepared, more articulate.” Reflecting on 
how the online teaching experience has impacted him, Ben said,  
[Teaching online] has made me think very carefully about what I write. 
For example, when you present the instructions for an assignment in a 
face-to-face setting, students have the opportunity to ask questions right 
then and there. “Is this what you mean by this?” When it comes to the 
online environment, I can put that same assignment out there, but I’ve 
learned that you can’t assume that people will understand it. You have to 
try it, test it out, see how things go, see how many people are asking for 
clarification ... and the more that that happens, the more I realize “boy, I 
really could have stated that better. I could have made those instructions 
clearer” ... When I get those clarifying questions now, I go into the course 
module and rephrase the instructions immediately so, when another 
student reads it, I’ve resolved that misunderstanding and it’s clearer. I’ve 
become much more deliberate and much more focused on ensuring that 
what I say and what I write in my online courses is really understandable. 
I’m very aware that students may misinterpret it, so I’ve taken a lot of 
time and care to wordsmith my work so it’s more intelligible and more 
articulate. 
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More intelligent course design. Along with increased clarity, new instructors 
often make an effort to revise their course design so it is more intuitive and intelligent. 
By streamlining the learning experience, instructors can better anticipate students’ needs 
and inquiries while also reducing onerous teaching-related tasks. Bruce reported that “I 
didn’t realize how disorganized my [initial] courses were. I’ve had to learn how to 
streamline things so it’s not a real burden on me as the instructor and also gives students 
what they need.” Barbara also struggled with organizing her course. She explained:  
I realized that I didn’t know what I was doing, so I signed up for a class on 
course design. Remember, scientists don’t study how students learn. We 
know how to do science in a lab, but we don’t necessarily know how to 
teach science in a classroom, never mind online. So I enrolled in this 
program that taught me how to scaffold my courses and design a better 
learning experience for my students. It made such a difference.  
 
Brooke also felt that teaching online helped her improve pedagogically. 
“Teaching online has helped be become a better teacher. I’ve broken my 90 minute 
classes into shorter segments, interspersed them with more activities, chunked my 
coursework into smaller bites and I try to interject other voices rather than my own.” 
Reflecting on the differences between her earlier and newly revised courses, she believes 
her modifications have significantly improved students’ learning experiences by reducing 
confusion and providing a more structured learning experience. 
Acceptance and Assimilation: Advancing to Become a Novice 
 In theory.  
Although the initial online teaching experience is tumultuous and provoking, it 
has little impact on instructors’ teaching philosophies and many continue to adhere to a 
traditionalist teaching paradigm. Students are still seen as passive and uncritical entities 
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into which knowledge is deposited; in fact, the online environment seems to perpetuate 
this view due its impersonal and detached nature. Borrowing from Friere’s banking 
model (1970), the LMS acts as the bank of knowledge and instructors serve as learning 
managers who facilitate the transfer of knowledge from the LMS to the students. As a 
result, the teaching-learning dynamic is transactional and fundamentally unequal. 
The introduction of the LMS as the bank of knowledge creates a point of 
vulnerability for many new online instructors because they are no longer the course 
content authority. This forces them to question their role in the virtual classroom and 
reevaluate their academic identity. When asked if teaching online has impacted the way 
she views herself as an instructor, Deidre reported, “Yeah, you don’t feel as much like a 
real professor when you’re teaching online … it’s like the imposter syndrome on steroids. 
There are times where you feel like you’re a little girl wearing your mom’s high-heeled 
shoes. You just feel lost … there are times that make you think: What am I doing here? 
What am I supposed to be doing here?” 
Diana described similar feelings of disorientation and recalled being perplexed by 
the new dynamic online. “In a traditional classroom, the lines of authority and authorship 
are clearly delineated, so the place of the instructor and students are well known. Online, 
these conventional models break down and the traditional idea of authority goes out the 
window.” She described the process of transitioning into the online learning environment 
as “nerve-racking” and explained, “When you’ve been positioned as the one with the 
answers whose responsibility it is to pass information on to students and ensure they 
know it, teaching in the online learning environment makes you feel like the stable 
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ground beneath you is crumbling away.” 
Instructors respond to this new source of vulnerability in different ways. Some are 
too cognitively overwhelmed by the newness of the online environment to wrestle with 
an academic identity crisis. They continue to refine their courses so each iteration is 
better prepared and presented, but the learning experience remains largely inert, 
autonomous, and isolating. As a result, their digital pedagogical progression stalls and 
they fail to progress. 
For other instructors, the status quo is unacceptable. Improving their course 
design and delivery processes is a good first step, but they realize that they need to do 
more. Specifically, they realize that they need to improve their online teaching practice to 
exert their control over the online learning environment and regain their lost authority; 
these instructors are driven to improve and progress to become novice instructors. 
 In practice.  
Due to their diminished cognitive bandwidth and limited technological support, 
improvements made by new instructors are primarily restricted to the most basic 
pedagogical considerations. These include improving classroom management, updating 
content, and developing better ways to track student participation and progress.  
Furthermore, these instructors lack a basic pedagogical awareness and fail to 
recognize that they could have a positive impact on students’ learning experiences if they 
made a concerted effort to improve their basic teaching skills. Caroline, who has worked 
as an online faculty developer at her institution for several years, described it this way:  
I think that the online environment itself is one of the largest hurdles that 
[novice instructors] face because it limits their thoughts about teaching 
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and learning in the virtual environment. They come in thinking it’s going 
to be a highly restrictive and limited experience—it’s almost as if they 
don’t expect that they, as a faculty member, can make a difference in the 
online learning experience. 
 
Notable exception. Not all instructors have the opportunity or ability to make 
course improvements like the ones mentioned previously. Instructors at for-profit 
colleges or nonprofit institutions with large, bureaucratic online enterprises rarely have 
the opportunity to alter the course content or structure or the way courses are taught. 
Ambrose explained the situation this way: “[My institution] does a lot of work with a 
third party who prepares these ‘master courses’ … if you want to do something more 
creative or a little different, it’s harder. They really can’t accommodate that.” Instead, 
he’s forced to keep within the prescribed parameters. Barry faces a similar situation at his 
institution: 
The courses are pre-created by instructional designers who likely don’t 
have teaching experience … so when you’re in the trenches and teaching 
[the course], there are times when you sure would like to change 
something, but it’s really difficult to get the designers to do it. In my 
finance course, for example, there are a couple sections where the 
information itself could be better—it’s a bit out of date—and I would 
really like to see it changed. But to do that is a major deal … it’s hard, it’s 
disappointing. 
 
Cynthia described facing an even more limiting reality, “They gave us templates 
and said ‘You have to do this,’ ‘You have to do that,’ ‘You can’t do it that way,’ ‘You 
have to do this way.’ And I felt like my academic freedom was being questioned. I had 
no say—I just had to do what they told me.” 
Not only does this threaten their autonomy and academic freedom but this 
arrangement can be intensely alienating too. When talking about the merits and 
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drawbacks of course standardization, Caroline drew attention to “the volumes of adjuncts 
who don’t have an attachment to the university. They have an e-mail but they don’t have 
a physical presence, so they’re left out there dangling. Often times, they’re not even on 
the faculty listserv, so they don’t get that pedagogical support either. They’re totally 
alone.” The lack of freedom and complete isolation cause online instructors to shut down 
and they fail to progress pedagogically. 
4.3. Transitioning from Novice to Journeyman 
Discord: Conflicts between Meaning Schemes and Online Experiences 
 Social norms of novice instructors.  
The majority of novice instructors still adhere to traditional academic norms. 
Students are still seen as inexperienced content novices who are expected to receive 
knowledge and demonstrate their mastery via standardized, summative assessments. 
Novice instructors also maintain that they are the in control of the classroom. 
However, many tacitly acknowledge that they are no longer the unquestioned authority 
and accept that their inexperience in the digital learning environment makes them 
dependent on others for advice and direction. This dissonance gives rise to personal and 
professional insecurities, causing them to feel less confident in the online environment. 
When it comes to the teaching-learning dynamic, it appears novice instructors 
may maintain a traditionalist view where learning is a specifically sequenced set of 
activities bound to certain places and set times. Borrowing from these concepts, some 
instructors impose similarly rigid structures around the online learning experience in an 
attempt to reclaim some of their lost academic authority and reduce their feelings of 
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vulnerability in the unfamiliar, unpredictable online environment. 
For example, Aaron explained that “students need structure in an online 
environment. They need to know where things are and have all the content in advance. 
You can’t be changing things on the fly, like in a face-to-face class. You need to establish 
a solid structure and have the whole course ready to go before the semester begins.” Alex 
similarly described how he has “ more carefully aligned student learning outcomes with 
the quizzes and made sure that they coordinate with the homeworks, … I think it’s helped 
me become a better assessment-driven professor. I can point to the learning. I have 
proof.”  
Cynthia has developed explicit guidelines for discussion sections to encourage 
student-to-student interactions; she explained, “I have two discussions every week. 
Students are given a certain deadline by which they have to post their answer to my initial 
question and then there’s a second deadline by which they have to respond to three of 
their peers. I’ll give word counts for the parent-posts and the responses too.” She claims 
this structure helps her build a more robust classroom community and track student 
engagement throughout the course. And Brian has created mechanisms to dictate how 
and when students interact with the course content: 
I created 28 quizzes—they’re daily checkpoints that make sure students 
are doing the readings and watching the lectures. So each of those 28 
quizzes is available only on a specific day for 24 hours and then it closes. 
Students have to successfully complete five daily checkpoints in a week, 
so they need to pass 20 out of 28. It gives students some structure and 
makes it easier for me to track participation. 
 
 Expectations and assumptions.  
Many novice instructors feel that their initial online teaching experiences have 
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tempered their expectations, helping them form more realistic ideas regarding their future 
online courses. Antithetically, this initial disappointment also increases instructors’ 
expectations in other areas, specifically in terms of the institutional support they expect to 
receive. The following sections explore this tension. 
Interactions and engagement in the online environment. Many of the novice 
participants admitted that student engagement and interaction in their online courses can 
and should be improved. Reflecting on her initial online experiences, Clair recalled:  
Honestly, I didn’t have much of a relationship with my online students my 
first semester teaching online. I had two classes with over 60 students in 
each and they were nothing but a bunch of names that sounded a whole lot 
alike. I only knew who they were if they were the top students or if they 
were failing miserably ... I knew the engagement piece was something I 
had to work on. I knew it had to be better. 
 
Alice similarly conceded that “it’s been difficult for me to get to know students in 
an online class and to follow their trajectory throughout the semester.” Determined to do 
better, she described a spreadsheet system she plans to implement next semester to help 
her keep track of personal facts that students share throughout the semester; she 
explained, “If I can remember that so-and-so has a daughter who is getting married or so-
and-so is in the military, I can use those tidbits to make connections to the content and the 
course that are more relevant to my students.” 
However, a number of participants reported that they believe online interactions 
will never be comparable to face-to-face communication and will inevitably feel forced 
and uncomfortable. Despite Claire’s intentions to improve engagement, she’s skeptical 
that it will be possible to simulate the closeness of a traditional classroom environment. 
She explained, “It’s just a little weird to have a relationship someone that you feel like 
84 
 
you know well, but they’re not your friend in real life. I don’t think it’s possible to form 
those lasting relationships with students online.” 
And Barbara explained that the digital divide between herself and the students is 
still “a big thing for me. In a face-to-face course, you can see your students when you talk 
to them. Online, there is this barrier. I can’t really connect with them. Even if I record a 
video so they can see and hear me. I can’t see them.” This lack of visual feedback from 
her students makes her feel as though teaching online will never be as gratifying or 
rewarding as teaching face-to-face. 
Adam reported that he has tried to build a more collegial rapport with his online 
students, telling them to call him by his first name and not use his title. “I’ve done this in 
my face-to-face courses and it’s worked. They all call me [Adam]. But in an online 
setting, they still call me doctor. I even sign all my e-mails [Adam] but they still call me 
doctor. Sure, it’s more respectful, but it also puts distance between me and them. We’re 
collegial but not close, by any means.” 
Institutional support. Despite their negative expectations regarding the potential 
authenticity of online learning experiences, their expectations about the type and degree 
of digital institutional support have increased. Many novice instructors assume that the 
ample instructional and technical support that they received as new instructors will 
continue and that such assistance will be sufficiently comprehensive, meeting their 
developing pedagogical needs.  
Several novice participants described how indebted they were to the instructional 
designers who helped them construct their initial courses, assisting them with everything 
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from uploading content to course design. Bonnie explained, “I always go back to one 
particular woman who has been very helpful from the start. I don’t know what 
department she’s in but I know her name—it’s engraved in my memory. She always 
points me in the right direction.” And Audrey reported: 
With every course I’ve taught so far, [my institution] has provided a team lead to 
oversee all of the instructors who are teaching a specific course. I get bi-weekly e-
mails from them to check in and see how I’m doing or offer helpful tips and 
reminders. Like, “remind your students that they have their first writing 
assignment due in a week” or “here are links on how to use the electronic grading 
system”—things like that. 
 
Dennis, now an expert instructor, recalled, “My initial support came from [my 
institution’s] online learning department, especially one of their instructional designers 
named Ming Ming. I can still remember her name eighteen years later—that goes to show 
how helpful she was.” In all of their accounts, participants had no doubt that such support 
would continue and fulfill their future teaching needs. 
 Inconsistencies between expectations and online experiences.  
Although many novice instructors reported that they had established more 
realistic expectations after the disappointment of their initial online teaching experiences, 
many of them found that their subsequent experiences fell short of their expectations yet 
again. 
Lack of connection with students. Despite instructors’ effort to improve their 
interactions with students in the virtual environment, many novice participants still found 
online learners to be “over-formal,” “distant,” and “detached.” Ben described his 
interactions with online students as “not overly fulfilling” and Ambrose struggled to find 
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the right word, explaining, “I don’t want to use the word diminished ... but it feels less 
close.”  
Many novice instructors feel as though online students resist their efforts to 
improve engagement and, thus, they perceive their relationships with learners to be 
transactional and “fleeting,” at best. Adam explained, “When you’re teaching online, it’s 
a different relationship. It’s less about developing rapport and more about just being 
collegial.” Beverly described a similar reality: “In an eight-week course, you don’t really 
get into long, involved conversations or relationships. When the course ends, the 
relationship ends. I don’t hear from students again after that.” And Barry posited, “These 
students, they have busy lives full of spouses, kids, families, work, hobbies … full busy 
adult lives and perhaps I have to accept that they’ve budgeted X hours for coursework 
and don’t want to invest more than that. Not everyone wants deeper learning experience 
or a relationship with the instructor.” 
Lack of institutional support. Many novice instructors also come to find that their 
institution has failed to provide them with adequate support. They complain that 
instructional designers cannot provide sufficient counseling regarding pedagogical issues 
and there is a dearth of satisfactory faculty development opportunities for online 
instructors. Many report feeling cast out and left to muddle through on their own.  
Brook described how she was given a “crash course” on how to use her course 
shell and was then “thrown in there without any training or real preparation, so those first 
experiences were really challenging. [My institution] wasn’t giving me the support I 
needed.” And Diana recalled: 
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My institution required new online instructor to take a six-week training 
course, which sounds phenomenal but in all honesty, it was a waste of 
time. I wasn’t able to get anything out of it so I really feel like I started 
teaching online blindly. I didn’t know anything about the course design, or 
facilitation. I feel very sorry for the students that I had at first of couple of 
years. 
 
Deborah, who also works as an online faculty developer, complained, “I notice a 
severe lack in the way faculty are treated in terms of professional development and 
communication.” Reflecting on her own initial online teaching experiences, she recalled, 
“I didn’t have instructional design training or support except for being handed a textbook 
and saying ‘go at it, you can do it.’” 
Beverly, who teaches as an adjunct at a for-profit institution, described how 
frustrating the institutional isolations is. “I have no idea who my boss is, none whatsoever 
… In faculty meetings and department seminars I’d ask ‘How do we find anything out?’ 
‘Who’s our boss?’ ‘Can anybody tell us?’ I never get an answer, never ever.” Clair also 
identified with feeling cast-out of her institution; she explained, “I teach at a school that 
claims to have a real dedication to digital learning. They have a couple hundred faculty 
members who teach online, but they don’t do anything to connect us. I’m isolated, I have 
no impact—it’s so frustrating.” 
Lack of professional respect. Many novice instructors perceive a lack of 
professional respect as a result of their new status as online instructors. They feel a sense 
of otherness, of being less-than and became acutely sensitive to the myriad stereotypes 
surrounding online learning—stereotypes many of them used to hold as inexperienced 
instructors. Alex pointed out, “Teaching online has this stigma. People think it’s like 
correspondence school where you just give students the material and really don’t teach 
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anything.” And Deirdre explained, “People who teach online get a bad rap. It’s not fair 
because a lot of us are really high-quality educators who could care less about being in a 
tenure track position.” Barbara’s account really captured her frustration with the 
institutional isolation she experiences: 
I know that there’s a difference in how I am treated because I teach online. 
I don’t get the same amount of respect from certain people … and I would 
say that those people tend to be very traditional college faculty and college 
administrators who have never experience[d] online learning. And even 
though those administrators are always saying ‘we have to do online 
learning, we have to do it right, we have to do it well!’ there’s still a 
different level of respect they accord me. I have a PhD, I do research, I 
publish—I’ve even written a book about teaching online—but I just don’t 
feel like I get the same respect and it bothers me. I will admit—it bothers 
me very much. 
 
As a result, they feel isolated from their departmental colleagues and disciplinary 
peers. Barry, who has been happily teaching online for over 15 years, reported, “I do miss 
some of the collegial aspects of teaching on-campus. I like to hang out with other faculty. 
I like to have lunch with them and stuff like that ... I miss having that kind of 
collegiality.” Beverly described a similar feeling of loneliness and her desire for a sense 
of connection: 
I wish I were able to sit down with them [my colleagues] on a regular 
basis to commiserate and discuss problems, things that we deal with that 
are student-related. But all of our communications are via e-mail, so we’re 
limited in our abilities to help each other. I wish I had more of an 
opportunity to work one-on-one with my colleagues … wistful and 
wishful that I would have more of an opportunity to build relationships. 
 
This perceived prejudice and isolation play into their insecurities about their academic 
identity and instructors react in different ways. 
 
89 
 
 Internal crises: instructors’ psychological reactions and responses. 
Resignation. For some novice instructors, the lack of institutional support and 
professional respect can lead to fear. This fear is made manifest in different areas, 
including fear of change, fear of experimenting, fear of failure, and fear of appearing 
incompetent. In some cases, these fears overwhelm novice instructors because they lack 
the mental bandwidth needed to critically reflect on their online experiences and, thus, 
fail to engage in the necessary internal dialogue that leads to pedagogical advancement.  
These instructors accept their current unsatisfactory digital realities, assuming that 
online learning is inherently flawed and inferior to the face-to-face classroom experience. 
As a result, I posit that they fail to acknowledge the need for improvement and do not 
progress pedagogically. 
Reflecting on her efforts to improve her interactions with students, Clair 
lamented, “I’ve had a few online students that I’ve stayed in touch with even though 
we’ve never met in person, and that’s wonderful. But it’s pretty rare. I miss that 
connection, but teaching online lets me reach so many more students, even if it’s fleeting. 
So, it’s a trade-off I’ve come to accept.” Catherine describes a more cyclical process: 
Sometimes I’m just over it. I have a bad experience and I really get fed up. 
I need a break from teaching online, so I step away from it. When I come 
back a couple months later with a new group of students a new course, I’m 
excited about it again … It doesn’t happen every term, but I’ve probably 
gone through that cycle two or three times in the last few years. Mentally, 
I hit a wall and burnout on teaching online. 
 
For these instructors, their frustration prevents them from progressing and they fail to 
advance pedagogically. 
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Dissatisfied. Other novice instructors begin to develop a critical internal dialogue 
and greater sense of self-awareness. They realize that the online learning experiences 
they have been facilitating are not meeting their personal expectations; several 
participants recalled thinking, “This isn’t as good as it could be” or “this isn’t as good as I 
want it to be.” This perceived inadequacy drives them to experiment in hopes of 
improving. Ambrose described wrestling with such a scenario in his own teaching 
practice:  
I don’t know. Perhaps it’s the cues I’m not picking up on because I don’t 
have the face-to-face contact … but, when I look at my online course 
evaluations, I’ve gotten more negative, out-of-left-field comments online 
than I’ve ever gotten in an on campus course. It’s not the whole class—
maybe one or two students who have had a really negative experience—
but I’ve completely missed it. It leaves me thinking that, perhaps if it was 
face-to-face, I wouldn’t have missed it? Perhaps I could have done 
something proactively? I’ve got to figure out a better way. I’ve got to do 
better 
 
Some instructors focus their attention on improving their pedagogical approach. 
Instead of concentrating solely on the content, they begin to consider questions such as: 
How can I teach better in the online environment? How can I make my course more 
interactive and engaging? How can I better communicate with students so they 
understand me and I can understand their needs? How can I better reach my students?  
Beverly recalled how she initially struggled to communicate with students; 
specifically, students misinterpreted her feedback and would mentally and emotionally 
shutdown. She explained how she has been working to remedy the situation: 
Teaching online has forced me to become a better writer. I realized that 
you can easily give a student a negative impression when giving written 
feedback, even if it’s unintentional. Now I try to make my critiques and 
feedback more positive so students aren’t discouraged. They can’t see my 
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facial expressions; they can’t see the look of compassion and caring on my 
face. They can only read my words, so now I have learned to be more 
upbeat in my critiques. 
 
Doug described how pedagogical self-analysis has become a continual process for 
him. “I want to make the best possible course so I’m always asking myself: What are 
students really learning? How can I create an environment that fosters understanding? 
And how can I be sure they’re learning what they need to know?”  
 Many novice instructors also work on improving their online presence and 
emotional availability. They consider questions such as: How does my face-to-face 
teaching persona translate in the online environment? How can I incorporate more of my 
personality, passion, and enthusiasm into my online courses? How can I let students 
know that I’m “there?” Alice described wrestling with this in her online courses: “I’m 
working to get to the point where I feel like I know my online students as well as my 
face-to-face students. I’m learning how to develop an online persona and form better 
connections with my online students … I’m trying to find ways to make it a more 
personal experience. I want them to know someone is on the other side of the screen.” 
Conflicted. Although many novice instructors recognize they need to change their 
traditionalist approach to teaching in the online environment, they are reluctant to do so. 
Many of these traditional teaching methods are a part of instructors’ academic identity; 
letting go of these long-held practices feels as though they are giving up a part of 
themselves. 
Diana, who also works as a teaching and learning specialist, explained that, “as 
educators, it’s common for us to teach the way we were taught and it can be challenging 
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to step outside of our practice to reflect on and analyze our teaching approaches. It can 
put you in a really vulnerable place.” However, these conflicted instructors also realize 
that trying to re-create face-to-face experience in the online environment is 
“uncomfortable.”  
As novice instructors gradually come to terms with their evolving academic 
identities and new sense of authority, they acknowledge the need to consider teaching 
approaches more appropriate to the online environment and reach out to others for 
guidance as they begin to consider new pedagogical ideas and their evolving self-concept 
as an instructor. 
Rational Discourse 
 Community of peers.  
Involvement at the institutional level. Although institutional dynamics and 
professional realities varied, nearly all novice participants reached out to their 
departmental colleagues who also teach online, if at all possible. Many described forming 
close-knit communities where similarly struggling instructors could seek support, 
guidance, and an understanding advisor.  
Beth, who was a part of the original faculty team who developed the online 
nursing program at her institution, described the connection among her departmental 
colleagues as “really tight because we’ve all been through the fire together.” Catherine 
described a similarly close bond with her colleagues, explaining, “Nobody at [my 
institution] meets as often as we do. I have friends who teach in other online programs 
and they meet twice a semester. We meet weekly face-to-face and we’re always chatting 
93 
 
online too, so we know one another really well.” 
These groups act as an informal support network where instructors can seek 
pedagogical advice that instructional designers are unable to offer and receive emotional 
support (e.g., empathy, understanding) that their campus-based colleagues fail to provide. 
They also act as a sounding board, enabling instructors to work through the layers of 
confusion and confliction that come with redefining their academic identity and authority 
in the online environment.  
For example, Bonnie explained that she and her colleagues run their courses in 
different ways, yet they still run into many of the same problems and regularly reach out 
to one another for help. “They’ve become my first point of contact whenever I need 
help,” she explained, supplanting her institution’s technical and instructional design 
teams as her primary source of support.  
Brooke described a similar situation at her current institution. “I get a lot of 
questions from people in my department who know I teach online. They would probably 
ask someone else—like an instructional designer or someone from [the faculty 
development center]—but they know me, they know I teach online and they know that 
I’m going to understand.”  
She went on to described how this support network extends to the institutional 
level at her university:  
The entire online faculty here will meet regularly. People will give informal 
presentations to share what they’re working on, or ask for advice from other 
departments who may be dealing with the same issue in a different disciplinary 
context. The group really provides a sense of community and lessens the feeling 
of isolation that so many online faculty [at other institutions] deal with. 
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Observe at the inter-institutional level. Some novice instructors begin to observe 
the broader online teaching community at the inter-institutional level; however they tend 
to not engage with the larger group at this point. Instead, they consume information in 
various forms by reading online teaching blogs, following expert online faculty via social 
media, reading research regarding emerging digital pedagogies and attending online 
instructor trainings.  
Anne describes how she “read[s] gratuitously. I’m always looking for new 
information—new articles, new things—and I maintain a Twitter page to stay connected 
to other online instructors. When I want an answer to something, my first response is to 
go research it. If I can’t find it myself, I ask other online instructors.” And when Diana 
was first starting out online, she recalled, “I began to listen to educational podcasts and 
archives of conference presentations. I was amazed at how much I learned from other 
scholars and thought-leaders who had shared their audio files. And in such a short period 
of time too.” 
Their observations serve as inspiration for future innovations and improvement by 
exposing them to new ideas, to online role models, and to the social norms of the online 
teaching community. This positive influence helps novice instructors progress in their 
digital pedagogical development. 
 Improvements and advancements via critical reflection.  
Novice instructors come to realize that they need to listen to their students to get a 
better understanding of their educational expectations and use this input to improve their 
online teaching practices. Thus, they seek formal and informal student feedback and 
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begin to consider the online learning experience from the students’ perspective.  
Beth explained that she uses observation to determine how to modify her 
teaching. She recognized that her students’ actions and reactions “are reasons to think 
about what I’m doing and how to do it better ... If I pay attention to what students are 
doing, I can change the way I teach to get the message across in a better way.” She has 
found that these observations can be just as informative—if not more so—as the data she 
collects from the end-of-semester course evaluations.  
When asked how she evaluates and improves her digital teaching practice, 
Deirdre explained, “I ask the students! I get all my best ideas from them. I build a lot of 
feedback activities into the class to ask ‘how’s it going?’ And I make sure to ask students 
about any big changes I’m planning for the next semester so I can get them to think 
through the changes with me.” 
From this feedback, many novice instructors find that students want online faculty 
to be more approachable and present in the virtual environment, including being more 
communicative, more expressive, and using more multimedia to improve the level of 
engagement. Contrary to the sense of detachment participants initially perceived, 
instructors realize that online students want more substantial interaction with the 
instructor. In fact, they may have unintentionally impeded such connections by coming 
off as overly reserved and remote in their initial text-based communications, mistaking 
their alienation for indifference. The following sections describe some of the ways 
participants have attempted to remedy this and improve their interactions with online 
students. 
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More communicative. Many novice instructors recognize that they need to be 
more active in the online learning environment and more readily available to better 
connect with their students. Ambrose explained that he has used multiple strategies to be 
more present in the online environment. For example, he makes a point to post frequent 
announcements so his students see a higher level of instructor activity and hopes that 
doing so will encourage students to participate with greater frequency too. He also 
reaches out to students who fail to interact with their classmates, e-mailing or calling 
them directly to check in and discuss their progress in the course. When it comes to 
student feedback, he explained, “My goal is to respond to their e-mails or questions 
within 24 hours. I try to do same-day responses. I know it’s kind of crazy but ... it’s been 
my experience that the typical approach that 48 hours to respond to student questions 
doesn’t work.” And Damon agrees; in his experience, instructors risk “losing students” if 
they fail to respond right away. Prompt responses are crucial to making students feel 
connected to the course. 
More expressive. Many online instructors also try to increase engagement by 
developing an online teaching persona that enables them to incorporate more of their 
personality and their true “emotional” selves into the online environment. Barry 
explained,  
When I was teaching [face-to-face], I loved the performance aspect of it 
… I still like the performance part of it, except now I find new ways to 
perform. Instead of doing the same things I did in my classroom, I 
reinvent them for the online environment. I like to do a lot of goofy things 
when I’m teaching [face-to-face], so I’ve figured out how to do those 
goofy things in a way that translates online too.  
 
And Deirdre described taking a similar approach,  
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I make a real effort to bring more humanity to my teaching. I post funny 
things and photos of myself. And I really make a point to get in there and 
interact with the students. I want them to feel like there’s a human on the 
other side of the screen. Not a humorless, emotionless robot. 
 
For Catherine, developing an online teaching persona meant projecting herself as an 
individual, not just an instructor.  
I don’t want students to think that I’m the person who’s the mother hen 
chasing after them for due dates. I want them to feel like they are in a 
face-to-face class with me and we can say, “Hey! How are you doing?,” 
“Oh, great—the family is going on vacation” and have that kind of regular 
interaction with a human aspect to it. I want them to know that I have a 
personality and I care about them as a person too. 
 
Misunderstandings in the online environment. Although Barry, Deirdre, and 
Catherine were excited by the idea of infusing their personality and passions into their 
courses, not all instructors share their eagerness. Some instructors feel vulnerable 
opening up in the online environment. They fear that their words may be misinterpreted 
or misconstrued, causing students to withdraw or, even worse, respond with anger or 
hostility.  
Several participants shared accounts of presenting an online lesson that was 
poorly received. Although most instructors were able to rectify such misunderstandings 
and move forward, others faced censure from students and inquiries from administrators. 
Claudia, an art history instructor, recalled that she had decided to start the semester by 
sharing her favorite pieces of classical Italian artwork with the class. She instructed her 
students to view and comment on specific images from Renaissance art chapter in their 
course textbook. The chapter included drawings of nude figures, but such images were 
not included in the assigned images. Still, a student accused her of forcing the class to 
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view pornographic images. Not only did the student berate her on the discussion board 
for assigning indecent material but she was also called before the dean of her school to 
face questions from administrators and her course was placed under administrative 
surveillance for the rest of the academic year.  
Cecilia described a similar experience:  
I was teaching a fine arts survey course years ago and I wanted to 
incorporate my background in social activism and protest art into it. So I 
assigned students to view this painting from the 1960s civil rights era. 
This one student thought that the painting was racist and blasted me all 
over the discussion forums. Really verbally abusive stuff … He didn’t 
realize that the artist was African American, that the artist was making a 
statement about slavery and oppression and racism. I deleted his posts and 
took the discussion with the student offline, but the damage was done. It 
totally killed the [classroom] community and my confidence that semester. 
I was really disillusioned with teaching online after that. 
 
Consequently, instructors fear that they may be misunderstood by students and 
administrators alike. They are keenly aware that online students are lucrative entities 
while online instructors are seen as second-rate academics; thus, they fear that 
administrators may be more likely to side with the students rather than backing the 
instructor. This exacerbates their insecurities regarding their emerging online academic 
identities and causes them become more guarded and reserved. Unable to connect with 
students, I surmise that they tend lose motivation and fail to progress in their online 
teaching practice.  
More varied. Other instructors opt to experiment and find media that enable them 
to better connect with students and avoid such misunderstandings in the first place. To do 
so, they begin to investigate and experiment with different audio and visual media. Many 
participants reported that there are times when they want to communicate more than basic 
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content and seek to convey the tone of their voice, their emotion, and other affectations 
that help them communicate in a more personalized manner. 
Beth explained that she leaves audio feedback on her students’ assignments 
because “they can tell from my tone of voice that they’ve made this mistake but they’re 
not a bad person. Whereas, if they read that same comment, it sounds terrible to them and 
I come across as a jerk.” And Doug described how he has used embedded video in 
Blackboard to create a more engaging and “immersive” online learning experiences. 
“Blackboard now has video embedded everywhere. Every place where there’s a text box, 
there’s also an icon you can click on and create an instant YouTube video. So I post 
videos for students all the time. You get so much more out of a video. It’s so much more 
interactive.” 
Multimedia also enables instructors to incorporate other voices into the courses as 
well. Diana described how she has assigned podcasts in lieu of lectures in her course. 
“Podcasts let me share another perspective with my students.” Bonnie similarly explained 
that she incorporates various Internet videos, including clips from Web documentaries, 
newscasts, and TED Talks, to add multiple voices and viewpoints to her course.  
Multimedia also enables instructors to address the diverse learning preferences 
and needs of their online students. Catherine started making tablet casts to more 
effectively reach the audio and visual learners in her course. And Aaron has made a 
concerted effort to incorporate several forms of multimedia so student can pick what best 
suits their personal learning style; he explained, “There are so many different ways to 
communicate, to interact, to get information across to students. Using multiple forms of 
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media enabled me to design a class that meets their [students’] learning needs, whatever 
they may be … it’s enabled me to build a much more robust learning environment.”  
Acceptance and Assimilation: Advancing to Become a Journeyman 
 In theory.  
As novice instructors progress to become journeymen, they begin to exhibit a 
greater pedagogical awareness. They consider the online teaching experience from the 
students’ perspective and get better at recognizing when their face-to-face methods are 
not serving students well. As such, journeymen begin to let go of their expectations that 
the online teaching experience will be like their face-to-face experiences and 
acknowledge that change is necessary. They also accept that change is continual and an 
inherent part of the online teaching experience. 
They also take responsibility for improving their digital teaching practice. 
Although novice instructors still cling to their familiar face-to-face teaching methods, 
journeymen recognize that such techniques are not directly transferable to the online 
environment. Instead, they seek out the professional development they need to improve 
the way they teach, communicate, and interact with students. As a result of these changes, 
journeymen also begin to understand that their academic identities will inevitable change 
too. 
However, understanding does not necessarily translate into acceptance and many 
journeymen still hold traditionalist views of teaching and learning. They are vested in 
their face-to-face teaching and are more comfortable going with what is tried and true, 
rather than with what is new. Thus, they still act as instructors rather than facilitators and 
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view learning and a one-sided, transactional relationship. As the instructor, they see 
themselves as the classroom authority and design their courses to be as efficient, orderly, 
and as bureaucratically neat as possible. This exertion of authority is likely an effort to 
assuage their anxiety regarding the unanticipated vulnerabilities presented by their new 
digital realities and their insecurities regarding their emerging online academic identities. 
 In practice.  
Journeymen are focused on finding ways to improve the online educational 
experiences they provide and actively seek out areas for improvement. Through this 
process of improvement, instructors begin to experiment, hesitantly and cautiously at 
first. When asked why experimentation is approached with such trepidation, Diana 
explained, “Failure is tough. And faculty don’t openly relish the opportunity to fail. Why 
would we? Faculty are products of an educational society that has taught us to discourage 
failure, to be ashamed of mistakes, to always be right.”  
Despite their apprehension, journeymen understand that they cannot simply 
transfer their face-to-face materials to the online environment and explore new ways of 
presenting content. Through this exploration, journeymen begin accept their new online 
realities, eventually supplanting the face-to-face methods with pedagogies that are more 
appropriate to the digital learning environment. Not only does this change the structure of 
their courses but it also influences how they communicate and how they present 
themselves, shaping their emerging online academic identity.  
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4.4. Transitioning from Journeyman to Master 
Discord: Conflicts between Meaning Schemes and Online Experiences 
 Social norms of journeymen. 
Although journeymen are more experienced when it comes to experimenting with 
and using digital pedagogies, they are not yet comfortable with their emerging online 
academic identities and, as a result, still largely adhere to traditional academic 
conventions. For example, they see students as content novices and instructors as content 
experts who provide instruction. Consequently, the teaching-learning dynamic is still 
largely one-sided and instructor-led, allowing faculty to exert their traditional academic 
authority. However, journeymen are willing to admit that their digital teaching methods 
are far from perfect and are open to experimenting in an effort to improve. Cautious and 
apprehensive, they accept the vulnerability inherent in experimentation as a means to 
explore, innovate and improve. 
 Expectations and assumptions. 
Technological expectations of students. As journeymen become more 
comfortable in the online environment, they tend to assume that their students—the 
majority of whom are digital natives—will also be comfortable with technologically 
mediated communications and confident in the online learning environment. Clark 
remarked on his students’ increasing comfort in the online learning environment:  
At the very beginning, everyone was novice. We were all absolute 
beginners. Now, you have a generation of students who have no memories 
of a pre-Web environment. They’ve been using interactive Web 2.0 tools 
since they were very young. It’s like second nature to them. There is a 
greater degree of comfort with it [technology] today than there was when I 
first began because the students are so used to being online. 
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Alex also described a similar trend: “In general, I’ve seen students’ comfort with 
technology increase over time ... once in a while, I may see a student who doesn’t quite 
have the technological ability I expect, but that’s really, really rare these days.”  
Journeymen also estimate that the majority of online students are technologically 
adept and feel there is no need to spend class time discussing the logistics of the LMS or 
other courseware. Considering students’ increasing comfort with technology, Aaron 
posited:  
Interacting with one another online is not really new anymore … between 
Facebook, Twitter, Google+, and Pinterest, there’s such a heavy use of 
social media and technology that I don’t think students are even fazed by 
the online learning environment. It’s like they’re used to the [virtual 
learning] environment even before they get here. 
 
And Deirdre shared a similar viewpoint: “We’ve got this generation coming up 
that have lived with Microsoft their whole lives, so students should be tech-ready before 
they get to class!” 
Journeymen assume that their students are cognizant of digital learning norms and 
prepare to engage with the instructor and their peers in a virtual learning community. 
They also expect that students will be amenable to trying out the newest educational 
technologies in class and be willing participants in the experimentation process. 
The indisputable efficacy of online learning. Having overcome their initial 
reservations, journeymen begin to recognize the advantages of teaching online. To them, 
the benefits are myriad, including opportunities for more frequent communication with 
students, differentiated learning, and increased student-student interaction. Thus, 
journeymen believe that online learning should be more widely embraced by faculty 
104 
 
because of its abundant benefits.  
Brian queried, “With so many great tools for online education today, who on earth 
would want to stand up and lecture in class and not have access to a LMS to help manage 
things? I just can’t imagine that. The students would be missing out on so much and 
you’d just be making things harder on yourself.” And Brooke felt that, “we are at the 
point now where it should be mandatory for all students to take two or three online 
courses regardless of whether they’re enrolled on campus or online. This [online 
learning] isn’t the wave of the future. It’s a reality, a necessity. Faculty need to get with 
the program. ” 
 Inconsistencies between expectations and online experiences. 
Technological expectations of students. Instructors quickly realize that growing 
up with technology does not necessarily mean that their students will be technologically 
proficient learners. They notice that many students are unaccustomed to the social norms 
of the online learning environment and lack the digital literacies necessary to cultivate a 
constructive and collaborative online learning environment. Cecilia, who has seen many 
of her online colleagues make such a mistake, explained: 
Because our students are digital natives, we assume that they’re 
automatically going to take to online learning and that’s not true. Online 
learning is still new enough to most people that they’re going to be 
nervous. So you’ve got to do a lot of hand holding, offer a lot of 
reassurance, build in a lot of low-stakes activities in order to get them 
engaged, relaxed, and used to the online environment. You have to teach 
them how to be online learners before you teach them content. 
 
And Clair explained tech-savvy students still need guidance too. “Even though 
they’ve been participating in social networks and had online identities all their lives, they 
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really don’t have a grasp of how to use the Internet for their educational life or their 
future professional life. They know how to use it to stream music or watch Netflix, but 
they don’t know how to use it to learn in any substantial way.” Furthermore, instructors 
recognize that online learners do not appreciate being asked to test the latest educational 
technologies and tools. Doing so is taxing for students and incessant experimentation can 
detract from the learning experience if it is not done in a careful and considerate manner.  
Doug, one of the more experienced online instructors, reflected on his earlier 
teaching experiences and admitted that the speed at which online learning technologies 
are developed and launched can act as a stimulus, goading instructors to try all the latest 
innovations; however, he explained: 
One of the mistakes I made early on was to say “Wow! Blackboard has 57 
new tools! I’m going to use all of them in all my courses!” I came to 
realize that it was a mistake to introduce a tool for an assignment and use 
it just once. I got so enamored with using the newest tools, but then I 
recognized that it really wasn’t helping students. So I had to refocus on 
students rather than the tools. 
After finding herself in a similar situation, Diana realized that, “along with the 
how-to-use-this-tool type instructions, [I had to] explain why I was integrating this tool 
and how it was going to help improve their learning.” She found that doing so not only 
made students more receptive and willing to use new tools but it also enabled her to 
collect more constructive student feedback and improve future iterations of her course. 
Online learning not readily embraced by all. Journeymen also come to 
understand that the majority of their institutional peers are not willing to give up their 
preconceived ideas and judgments about online learning, despite any evidence or 
attempts to persuade them otherwise. Their campus-based colleagues remain deaf to 
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arguments in favor of online learning and unwilling to reconsider their stance.  
Brain explained, “People aren’t willing to try it, just jump in and do it. Fix the 
mistakes as you go! They want to have this ultra-absolutely-perfect program before it 
goes online otherwise they won’t entertain the idea [of teaching online].” And Clark 
complained,  
I’m working on a school-wide project using our LMS, so faculty have to 
log in to the system. I’ve had people come up to me and say “Can’t we 
just use a something else for this project? A Web page? I don’t know how 
to use the LMS.” I’m thinking, “We’re 15 years into the use of LMSs. 
You should probably know how to use it.” They want nothing to do with it 
[online learning], so they just ignore it and hope it will go away. 
 
Online instructors see their colleagues’ resistance to online learning as a dismissal 
of the academic credibility. Barbara explained that the transition to becoming an online 
instructor left her feeling disoriented and as though she had lost her academic identity. 
She went from an institutionalized role with a formal title and a place in her institution’s 
academic community to being an “outcast” and an “outsider.” As a result, many online 
instructors experience a sense of isolation and alienation from their campus-based 
colleagues, from their institution, and from the traditional academy as a whole.  
Instructors respond to this alienation in varying ways. Some instructors take on a 
spokesperson role and champion online learning. This propels them to solidify and 
defend their new online academic identity as they advocate for the efficacy of online 
teaching and learning.  
Others engage in research regarding online learning or create online professional 
development opportunities to better educate their peers about the benefits and realities of 
teaching online. This provides them with an opportunity to reflect on the virtual teaching 
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experience and more fully explore their emerging online academic identity.  
Finally, a small number of instructors consider their colleagues’ resistance toward 
online learning to be a personal affront on their academic identity and respond with 
misanthropy and bitterness. Clark, a researcher who has extensively studied online 
learning and instructional design, complained:  
One of my pet peeves is that [education] is one of the few professions 
where people aren’t necessarily compelled to read research on what works 
and what doesn’t work. Even if they do, they feel they have the freedom to 
ignore it and say things like, “Well, that wouldn’t work in my classroom.” 
I really want to respond and say, “Well, if it’s good research, it should 
work in your classroom as long as it’s implemented correctly. Right?” 
Honestly, they’re not even willing to consider it. 
 
Reflecting on her experiences, Deirdre posited, “It’s interesting. Faculty are in the 
business of changing minds and transforming lives [and] are so resistant themselves. 
Getting my colleagues to even consider teaching online is like pulling teeth. And even 
then, I don’t feel like they’re really giving it a fair shot.” This acrimony commonly 
results in frustration and withdrawal, fueling the instructor burnout cycle. 
Notable exception. Instructors who teach at institutions with large, in-house 
online teaching communities fail to feel this sense of isolation. Although robust 
institutional online communities certainly have their benefits, they can also create an 
insular environment that is harmful to the online faculty development process. Instructors 
who feel as though they have ample institutional support are more likely to keep to these 
communities, especially because many of them may still feel vulnerable, intimidated, or 
insecure about their evolving online academic identities. Failure to extend beyond these 
insular communities can stunt pedagogical growth due to lack of exposure, inspiration, 
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and innovation; as a result, instructors fail to reach the highest levels of pedagogical 
expertise. Caroline, who researches online faculty development, warned,  
When I think about how to keep yourself fresh online, it’s really about 
learning different ideas. You need to have a broad community of practice 
to expose you to those new ideas, give you a chance to reflect and think, 
“Ooh, have I fallen into a rut?” Just because you teach online doesn’t 
make you progressive. 
 
 Psychological reaction and response.  
Exasperated. Some instructors become exasperated as they contend with the 
divide between themselves and their on-campus colleagues. Anne, who has taught online 
for several institutions, explained that the disconnect between online instructors and 
administrators is both problematic and pervasive. She explained, “Many of the 
institutions I’ve taught for seem to be rushing to add online courses. But [administrators] 
aren’t really giving much thought to how you adequately prepare people to teach online 
or allocating the necessary resources to train them to do so.” Furthermore, she 
complained that administrators fail to comprehend the teaching realities of online 
instructors “they think because it’s online, you can enroll tons of students. They’ve heard 
of MOOCs so they think the super-size model will work for us too. As the instructor, I 
can tell you it definitely does not.” 
And Beth has had to contend with similar misconceptions at her institution too. 
She explained that university administrators chose to structure the online program in a 
carousel-style so that each course would run for eight weeks and immediately segue into 
the next with no time in between. Although this maximizes the number of courses the 
university can offer—increasing their potential online revenue—administrators failed to 
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consider the toll such a rigorous schedule would take on the online instructors. Beth 
complained, “I’ve taught online ever since we started the program years ago. You’re on 
all the time because [the administrators] haven’t figured out a way for us to put a course 
on hold. We can’t take a break or go on vacation. It’s really taxing and I’m getting fed 
up.” 
Many instructors perceive a divide between themselves and face-to-face faculty, 
too, and find that their campus-based colleagues are more likely to be suspicious than 
understanding. Alex posited, “I think people saw this [online learning] as a real threat and 
didn’t want anything to do with it. It’s like they thought, ‘If I leave it alone, it will just go 
away.’ They viewed it with a lot of trepidation and skepticism.” Ben described 
experiencing a similarly hostile reaction from his colleagues: “I have colleagues who still 
believe that online learning is not real learning and we will never change their minds.” 
And although her colleagues never made overtly critically comments, Barbara felt as 
though she was being judged: “My colleagues were suspicious. I knew they were 
thinking, ‘Oh, you are lazy. You’re teaching online so you don’t have to come to work.’” 
This type of judgment is especially infuriating because, as Anne pointed out, “It’s 
more work to teach online. A lot of people don’t realize that.” And Ambrose echoed 
Anne’s thoughts, explaining, “It’s is not as easy as it appears. Teaching online is so much 
harder than it looks, especially if you want to be good at it.” 
At times, even educational technologists fail to comprehend the digital realities 
facing online instructors and, instead, cater to the administrators who pay for institutional 
learning management systems. Clark experienced this misunderstanding first-hand when 
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his institution tested a series of new LMSs. His impression of the experience highlights 
the exasperation that many instructors feel: 
One of the things that struck me about the different LMSs we tried is that 
they were designed more to be pleasing for administrators than they were 
for teachers and students. They were not user friendly at all. They don’t 
really have to be because they meet the needs of the people 
[administrators] who are paying the bill. They can check up a box and say, 
‘We’ve integrated the Web into our school’s technology. Here’s the check 
and I’ve done my job.’ I don’t think any of the people who were paying 
for [the new LMS] were actually going to use it to teach it themselves, so 
they had no idea how terrible it was. 
 
Clark went on to explain that many of the learning management systems they 
tested were “worthless” or “impractical” because they were so limited. He lamented that 
“there’s a real poverty of imagination when it comes to thinking about what can be done 
for learners in an online learning environment.” And he snidely joked, “You know there’s 
something wrong when our most widely used online learning platform [Blackboard] is 
named after eighteenth-century’s Scottish learning technology. It’s looking backwards.”  
This failure of a shared experience causes instructors to feel misunderstood on 
multiple levels and they struggle to assimilate their evolving online academic identity 
into their existing self-conceptualization as an academic; consequently, they withdraw 
from their colleagues and fail to pedagogically progress. 
Discouraged. Other instructors become discouraged because they think, as 
Bonnie put it, “this is as good as it gets.” They believe that there is little they can do to 
make a difference when it comes to mitigating the digital divide between them and their 
online students. Beverly described how disconcerting this disconnect can be:  
I put my face all over my class—I’ve got my picture up there, I make 
videos, I put my photo in the weekly announcements—so students know 
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who I am. And they’ve come up to me on campus to say “hello” and I’m 
like “Who are you?” My online students recognize me but I can’t 
recognize them. Talk about strange … I encourage them to post photos of 
themselves, but they don’t do it. And so it’s like there is this whole world 
of students out there who know me but I don’t know them, which is a 
really odd sensation. It’s really weird. 
 
Bonnie described a similar experience with her online students,  
You’re always “seeing” students online. But, when I actually do see them 
in person, I don’t really recognize them. And they don’t necessarily 
recognize me. It takes a lot for somebody to say “Oh! Hi! You’re my 
professor! I know you!” You don’t have that kind of connection… it can 
be a isolating. But I guess that’s just the way it is. 
 
Ambrose described an emotional disconnect between himself and his online 
learners. He acknowledged that his students typically had “full, busy adult lives” 
requiring them to juggle the demands of a job, a spouse, or their kids in addition to their 
classes. He posited: 
Perhaps they don’t want to spend more than the minimum amount of time 
it takes to pass the class. Maybe they’ve just budgeted x hours a week and 
I’ve got to recognize that not everybody wants to have deeper, interactive 
experience or be looking to form a relationship with the instructor. It’s a 
different beast and I think students come into it with different 
expectations. Perhaps it’s more transactional for them and I just have to 
accept that. 
 
These instructors respond with resignation. Bruce explained, “I love the 
technology and I love teaching online, but I recognize that a face-to-face environment is 
probably the very best and an online course can never really take the place of that.” They 
appreciate that teaching online enables them to reach more students, even if those 
interactions are not of the highest quality. And they come to accept the online instructor 
burnout cycle, assuming that teaching in the virtual environment will be inherently more 
taxing and arduous. As such, their reigned acceptance translates into defeat and they fail 
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to progress pedagogically. 
Frustrated. Finally, some journeymen instructors firmly believe in the efficacy of 
online learning and are determined to prove that it can be better. Diana described the 
poignant moment that made her realize that she still had work to do: 
I was at graduation listening to the names of students be called and I heard 
one of my students be announced. I started clapping and cheering, just like 
I did for all my face-to-face students, but it was different because I had 
never seen this student before because he took all his classes with me 
online. It was so bizarre to see him for the first time as he was graduating 
and leaving the program. And then I thought, “he probably wouldn’t 
recognize me either!” That moment made me realize how deep a divide 
can exist between online instructors and their students and I’ve been 
working ever since to reconcile that gap.  
 
These instructors are motivated to improve because they want to dispel 
assumptions about the inadequacy of online learning and prove its worth and potential. 
Dorothy explained that she is driven to improve “because I enjoy it [teaching online]. 
And I genuinely want to be better at it … There are online instructors out there who 
aren’t very good … it’s like they don’t even want to be teaching in the first place, they 
just don’t care. I don’t want that kind of person to be representative of online faculty as a 
whole. I want to prove that we can do better. I want to show people the full potential of 
online learning.”  
Rational Discourse 
 Community of peers.  
In an effort to improve, journeymen begin to participate in the broader online 
teaching community, which plays a significant role in their pedagogical development. 
Initially, the community acts as a source of exposure, introducing instructors to ideas that 
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make them re-examine their long-held beliefs about teaching and learning. It also 
provides a forum for collaboration where instructors can share their frustrations and 
failures as well as their successes and solutions. Most important, the broader community 
promotes openness to new ideas, to new mediums, to emerging opportunities, and to 
accepting vulnerability as instructors share their experiments and experiences with 
community members. 
Doug reflected, “It’s hard to see a different way from the way you’ve always done 
it, and that’s what others [in the broader community] can help me with. Just seeing there 
are alternatives.” And Clair explained, “I rely on my online network for getting totally 
new ideas to try … ideas I never would have thought of on my own.”  
Bonnie credited the online teaching community with “push[ing] me to reconsider 
the way I communicate and connect with people, especially online. Reading other 
instructors’ blogs, talking to them about what’s worked for them, and learning what 
hasn’t worked for them in their online classes—my online cohort of support has changed 
the way I approach teaching.” 
When asked about the online teaching communities they engage in, several 
participants described the groups as extremely diverse—composed of instructors from 
institutions across the globe—but also “very close knit” despite only having ‘met’ one 
another virtually via social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Google+, LinkedIn). Clair 
even posited,  
I feel like I have better relations with my online colleagues than I have 
with the faculty at [my institution]. These are people from all over the 
world who share my interest in teaching online—they’re very active and I 
interact with them every day. But it’s sad and frustrating to me that people 
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[university administrators] don’t think they’re ‘real’ colleagues. Let me 
tell you, they’re more my colleagues that the people I work with here at 
[my university]. 
 
Through this interaction, instructors become increasingly aware of the idiosyncratic 
social norms governing the online teaching community, many of which distinctly differ 
from traditional beliefs espoused by academia. 
 Emerging online social norms. 
Experimentation and innovation. The online teaching community views 
experimentation as both a challenge and an opportunity. Failure is an inevitable part of 
the growth process and can threaten to discourage and even derail instructors at time. But 
they also acknowledge that such failures enable them to become increasingly informed 
experimenters and are an opportunity for personal and pedagogical growth.  
For example, experimenting has given Clair increased confidence in the online 
environment; she explained, “I’ve tried a lot of things. I’ve tried a lot of things that have 
worked, and I’ve tried a lot of things that haven’t worked. And with all those experiences, 
I’ve become a lot more confident teaching online. When I make decisions about new 
things to try in class, they’re more likely to succeed now because of those past 
experiences. It’s cliché but you really do learn from your mistakes.”  
Diana echoed Clair’s sentiments about experimentation and failure, claiming, 
“Teaching with emerging technologies is, by nature, experimental and failure is an 
implicit step in an experiment. If we don’t fail, we don’t learn, and if we don’t learn, we 
won’t improve upon what we’re already doing. And in the 21st century, improving upon 
a centuries-old tradition of teaching and learning is critical.” 
115 
 
Caroline, who also described the online teaching experience as “experimental,” 
explained that being open to the failure inherent in experimentation can be a profound 
shift for instructors coming from traditional academic backgrounds.  
When you’re experimenting, failure is going to be a part of it. Online 
faculty embrace these failures—and they share them. They need to in 
order to become better teachers. Whereas, if you’re in a tenure track role, 
you’re not telling people about your failures. You’re keeping them to 
yourself and only putting your most perfect self forward. You have to 
when you’re going for tenure. Doing otherwise is career suicide. 
 
Collective ethos. The online teaching community is also driven by a collective 
ethos. Innovation and advancement are seen as collaborative efforts; here, instructors are 
encouraged to share their experiences, experiments, and alternative ideas in an effort to 
advance the field as a whole. The online teaching community believes that they can 
achieve more by working together instead of isolating themselves—as their tenure-track 
colleagues tend to do—and “re-inventing the wheel every time.” Brooke explained how 
the collaborative ethos has improved her digital teaching practice: 
I’m always happy to share my materials or experiences with other people. 
I think that’s the way we all grow as teachers. Doing so has opened me up 
to a lot of conversations about teaching online. I learn from talking with 
other people about what they’ve done and how they’ve modified the 
materials that I’ve shared and, as a result, those conversations have help 
me too. For example, I can see how my friend in History adapted my ideas 
about utilizing social media and is now teaching some of her students 
using Twitter. And I’ll think, “That’s a really interesting idea, maybe I 
should modify that for my course.” 
 
Diana also described how collaboration has helped her grow as an instructor: 
From the very beginning, I have been really open to sharing. I’ve shared 
everything I do on my blog. Because of that, I’ve been able to form lots of 
relationships and have learned so much from other online instructors. I 
think that sharing is one of those important things about being an educator 
and that’s not a common perspective in higher education. You still hear 
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[face-to-face] faculty say ‘oh, it’s my intellectual property’. It’s different 
online. I don’t think that we don’t quite know what we’re doing yet. We’re 
in this space where we figure it out as we go. If we’re not going to share 
what’s working, what’s not working and what we’re learning, then we’re 
not going to get anywhere. We’re just going to keep on teaching in the 
dark. 
 
Change. The online teaching community also recognizes that change is continual, 
inevitable, and is not something to be fought against when you are an online instructor. 
Instead, it should be seen as an opportunity and a chance at improvement. In describing 
her outlook on change in the online environment, Deborah explained, “Your online class 
should be a fluid thing and you should improve it as often as you can.” She recalled 
seeing her face-to-face colleagues at the campus print shop with boxes full of materials 
set for the rest of the semester. She explained:  
They think they’re so smart because all their stuff—their syllabus, hand 
out, exams—it’s all done for the term, but that means there no room for 
change. When you’re an online instructor, technology changes every 20 
minutes and there’s a new tool, a new service, a new site—so you have 
new way to introduce content or design an assignment. If you’re stuck 
always teaching the same way, you’re sunk. There’s no room for 
improvement. 
 
Bonnie similarly described how she is “always trying to make my course better. 
I’m always changing how the course is structured or redesigning activities. Those kinds 
of things are inevitably going to keep changing as you grow as an instructor and discover 
better ways of doings things.” And Diana reflected, “I view my online teaching practice 
as a fractal, ever shifting and in a perpetual state of change. I make a point to look back 
and learn from my experiences, and I understand that I can’t control the future. I can only 
prepare for it. And the best way to prepare for change is to consistently be genuine to 
myself, listen to others and learn from absolutely everything.” 
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Evolving academic identity. These norms influence instructors evolving academic 
identities, changing how instructors view themselves and their role in the online 
environment, how they construct and conduct their online courses, how they interact with 
students, and who they identify as their peers. Most important, vulnerability—via 
experimentation, collaboration, and acceptance of change—is finally seen in a positive 
light and as something to be embraced as part of their online academic identity. In 
accepting experimentation, they also accept failure and understand that it is an 
opportunity to learn and to grow in both confidence and skill. These norms filter into 
journeymen’s pedagogical improvements as well. 
 Improvements and advancements via critical reflection. 
Level of engagement. As journeymen interact with the broader online learning 
community, they begin to realize that great online courses are not defined by the content 
they present or how clearly that content is presented but instead by the overall learning 
experience they provide for students. To do so, many instructors make a concerted effort 
to increase their level of engagement in the course to create a stronger sense of presence. 
Diana explained, “I began to realize how important my presence is to my 
students’ success. And that’s driven me to think about how to create new ways to help 
my students feel connected to me and their peers.” And Damon recalled some of the ways 
he has attempted to create a stronger online presence, “I’m active in the discussion 
forums, I’m active with announcements—I have even called a few students on the phone 
after they didn’t participate in the first week of the course. I wanted to make sure the 
students could feel my presence. I really wanted them to know there was someone on the 
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other end of the screen.” 
Beth admitted that she uses a lot of pre-created content in her online course and it 
can feel “a bit canned,” so she makes an active effort to remedy that impersonal feeling: 
To be more present with the students on a more current basis I’ve developed a 
strategy where I respond to everybody’s initial discussions posts with a question 
or comment that makes them go deeper or go off on some kinds of tangent based 
on what they just said ... and sometimes I’ll create videos during the week to 
summarize the discussion and give people the highlights. That way they can see 
me, they can hear me, and they know I’m paying attention to what’s going on. 
 
Catherine, who also regularly records videos for her students, recalled one of her more 
memorable experiences.  
A couple weeks ago, I got an e-mail from one of my online students. She 
said that every Friday she and her baby girl sit down to watch the videos 
for the week and the baby has started to recognize my voice from those 
videos! It’s things like that that make teaching online worthwhile, 
knowing that you’re connecting with your students. And maybe a few 
babies too. 
 
 Increased engagement also aids in facilitation of better students-instructor 
relationships, reduces feelings of isolation, and makes students feel like someone is there 
and listening to them. Cynthia explained: 
The most important thing is that you have to remain in contact with your 
students. I always get back to my students within a day—two, if it’s a 
Sunday. But, without that constant feeling of someone being there, 
students feel like they’re out there on their own. And I’ve had many 
students say “You know, I’ve taken online classes before, but you were 
really there. Every time I sent you a question or had a problem, you were 
there.” Being [an online] student myself just recently, I know how 
important it was to get that feedback right away. 
 
For Brandon, encouraging engagement is more than a matter of increasing contact 
and instead is predicated on genuine connections; he explained,  
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I do lots of goofy things to increase engagement and keep my online folks 
going … I do a weekly advice column called [Brandon’s] Three Cents 
Worth and I post it in all the discussions rooms. I also do weekly 
announcements every Monday and I include a keyword at the end. Later in 
the week, I’ll ask students to send me an e-mail with the keyword in the 
subject line to make sure they listened to it. But I want to keep things fun! 
So I’ll send them back a door prize if they get the keyword right—last 
week it was a salmon recipe. What can I say, I’m a goofy guy.  
 
He went on to explain that this allows him to check that his students are regularly 
logging in and listening to his messages while also keeping communication channels 
between him and the students open. The more personal nature of the door prizes allows 
his “goofy” personality to come though, creating a more personal and easy-going 
classroom environment. 
Humanization. Along with increased engagement, humanization plays a crucial 
role in creating more effective and engaging learning experiences. Diana explained, 
“achieving deep learning in an online environment requires more than cognition. It 
demands the full engagement of the affective domain, which involves both learning and 
emotions.” Thus, journeymen begin to use audio and visual mediums to insert their 
personality and emotion into the course; this helps convey their tone and gestures and can 
even create a sense of human presence. Multimedia can also help create an immersive 
and active learning space that fosters a stronger sense of classroom community.  
Cynthia has experimented with various ways to humanize her course and has had 
success using a tool that enables her to narrate PowerPoint presentations; the user 
interface also allows students to leave audio or video comments in response to specific 
slides. She explained, “We’re now able to have group discussion where the students are 
actually talking—they’re recording themselves and responding to me and to one another. 
120 
 
It’s fantastic!” Deirdre took a different approach to humanization: 
I post pictures of myself and make a point to interact with students ... you 
know, the standard stuff. But I also post funny things. For example, if I 
don’t want to get in the way of a really good student discussion, I’ll do 
something like put in a meme of a guy with a bag of popcorn saying 
“sorry I’m late! I was just getting enough popcorn for everyone!” so they 
know that I’m watching, that I’m in there, but they can keep going on with 
the discussion. 
 
Acceptance and Assimilation: Advancing to Become a Master 
 In theory.  
As journeymen transition to become master instructors, they begin to exhibit a 
stronger sense of stewardship and become increasingly aware of the impact they have on 
the learning process. They believe that teaching is of paramount importance and take 
responsibility for improving their pedagogy to create the highest-quality learning 
experiences possible. Deborah reflected, “I feel like I can help transform students’ lives 
through my teaching—and I know that sounds pompous, but it’s true and it’s a little 
addicting to know that what I’m doing is going to make a difference in my students’ 
lives. That’s what is driving me to keep at it.” And Doug explained: 
I know it’s popular to say that online instructors need to be more of a 
guide on the side than a sage on the stage, but I’ve always had difficulties 
with that idea because it undervalues the role of the teacher … [Learners] 
need a common learning vocabulary in order to understand one another, a 
common environment and it’s the teacher who constructs the framework 
of the course, which gives students that shared vocabulary and ushers 
them into a shared conceptual world. Sure you may act as a guide, but you 
also act as a mentor and a role model and an expert and an advisor ... You 
have a profound impact on students that the guide [on the side] trope 
doesn’t capture. 
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Most important, master instructors believe that good pedagogy should transcend 
environment and make a conscious effort to refine key elements of their pedagogical 
practice and ensure that they translate to the online environment. Damon explained it this 
way: 
There really doesn’t have to be a big difference between how you teach 
online and how you teach face-to-face ... the same concern and regard that 
you show your face-to-face students, the same desire to help them learn—
you just carry that over [to the online environment]. Yes, there are some 
challenges and obstacles to overcome when you’re online, but it’s the 
same philosophy the same approach … Online or face-to-face, they’re 
your students and you need to teach well. 
 
And Caroline echoed Damon’s sentiments, claiming, “There doesn’t need to be 
this huge divide. I don’t see a clear distinction between my face-to-face and online 
teaching. To me, it’s all about creating a learning community.” 
 In practice.  
Master instructors begin to regularly experiment to find ways to create a more 
authentic online learning experience for their students. For example, many master 
instructors strive to present themselves in a more affective manner to form more personal 
connections with students, enhance communication, and add dimensions of emotive 
meaning to their words. Diana explained that she has experimented with an interactive 
collaboration and sharing tool called VoiceThread to create a more humanized online 
learning experience. She praised the technology: “Not only does it allow my students to 
hear me but it enables me to hear my students. I can hear their confusion; I can hear their 
emotion. This one time I could even hear that one of my students was about to cry when 
she left her comment. It was so powerful.” 
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Master instructors also make an effort to create a more engaging classroom 
communities by using social media to allow for more frequent student-instructor 
interactions. Deirdre explained, “I’ve begun to make use of social media. I’m on Twitter 
and Google+ and connect with my students there. I give them my cell phone number too 
and let them call or text me. We can do a Google hangout if they need something that 
feels more human. I want them to know that I’m there as a human, not just words on a 
screen.” And Diana explained that the emergence of Web 2.0 tools has enabled her to 
transform her class from a static repository of information into “an interactive authoring 
platform” that facilitates “dialogue and collaboration with my learners, allowing me to 
get to know them in more personal ways than I ever knew my [face-to-face] students. I’m 
able to hear all of their voices—not just the view who always speak up in a [face-to-face] 
classroom setting—and it just makes me so exhilarated as an educator.” 
 These deeper connections enable instructors to create personalized learning 
experiences that can help reduce technical and cognitive barriers and better address their 
students’ educational needs. Diana recalled how VoiceThread’s audio capabilities 
enabled one of her student’s to overcome her learning disability and more fully 
participate in the class: 
I remember this one student, I knew she was dyslexic—when she would 
send me an e-mail, I could never understand it because her writing was so 
fragmented. She was struggling in the discussion boards too. When I 
introduced VoiceThread, she could leave video comments—it allowed her 
to speak her ideas and she was just amazing. I couldn’t believe it was the 
same student. And that’s stuck with me—it’s a lesson I still think about—
how can I give students multiple ways to express themselves and 
demonstrate their knowledge. 
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Diana further explained that she has become passionate about “revolutionizing” 
her online learning environment by making it multimodal and adopting Universal Design 
for Learning and Instruction (UDLI) principles to create a more inclusive learning space. 
 Damon similarly described how he makes an effort to present content in multiple 
ways—including videos, animations, and audio recordings—to suit students’ different 
learning styles. And he communicates with students in different formats too, using e-
mails, phone calls, and Skype chats to check in with students and talk about their 
progress in the course. 
 Increased accountability. With this increased experimentation comes the impulse 
to gauge success. Reporting functionality is built into the vast majority of educational 
technologies and learning management system, providing instructors with copious data 
and statistics to track their students’ progress. Aaron explained: 
You can easily pull up different types of statistics and reports that let you 
track students and see how many times they’re logging in per week, how 
many hours they’re online, how many times they’re clicking in this area 
and that area, how many times they post, how many words they post, and 
how many students they’re responding to … you have access to so much 
information that it’s very easy to pinpoint the most minute patterns in 
student learning. 
 
Claudia similarly described the myriad metrics her course management system 
provides and explained that she uses them to track student progress, following up with 
students who have not been active in the past few days.  
This promotes a metrics-driven approach to not only experimentation but also to 
teaching. Everything is quantified and measured so instructors can objectively state 
whether an intervention was successful, further informing their teaching practice. Dennis 
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described how he uses psychometric and learning analytics reports to evaluate when and 
where students get stuck in his course. The data helps him determine how to modify his 
approach—whether it is a matter of changing the way he presents a topic, the 
construction of an assignment, or the content itself—and help students overcome the 
identified obstacles. And Damon similarly tracks the impact of any changes he makes to 
the content, course structure or his teaching methods each year, compiling voluminous 
“master reports” to document the evolution of his digital teaching practice over time. 
Note on vulnerability. Although master instructors accept vulnerability as a 
necessary part of the experimentation process, in actuality they are experimenting to find 
ways to exert more influence in the online environment. By doing so, they are 
momentarily accepting vulnerability in one area to increase their control in another. Thus, 
master instructors are beginning to adopt the democratic norms of the online 
environment, but they are still wrestling with issues surrounding authority in the 
teaching-learning dynamic. 
4.5. Transitioning from Master to Expert 
Discord: Conflicts between Meaning Structures and Online Experiences 
 Social norms of master instructors.  
Although master instructors are becoming increasing progressive in their digital 
pedagogical practices, they still struggle to merge the participatory norms of the online 
environment with their long-held traditional academic beliefs. For example, master 
instructors still expect students to be inexperienced novices who need direct guidance 
from the instructor. However, they also recognize that students have a variety of valuable 
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experiences to bring to the learning process (e.g., personal life experiences, professional 
experiences, previous online learning experiences) and respect the richness their 
contributions bring to the collective learning experience. Because of this, master 
instructors believe that learning should be a collaborative effort where student 
participation is encouraged and esteemed. 
When it comes to the role of the instructor, masters still see themselves as the 
classroom authorities. They believe the instructor plays a crucial role in facilitating 
students’ learning experiences and make a concerted effort to be present and engaged in 
every aspect of the course. However, master instructors are willing to temporarily 
relinquish their authoritative position if they believe it will benefit students’ learning. For 
Bonnie, this meant giving up her sage-on-the-stage mentality to give her students more 
control over choosing educational mediums and modalities that work best for them. She 
explained: 
When you teach [face-to-face], you feel like you are the fountain of all the 
information—you’re responsible for covering all the content, you lecture it 
at them and you have to make sure you include everything. When I teach 
online, I don’t have to be sure that I convey every piece of information by 
reading it to them. Instead, I can include different articles and videos and 
podcasts … [Doing] that frees me up so I can cover the content in a 
focused and independent fashion, where I say, “Look, I want you to 
explore this, but think about this, and I want you to delve into this and 
make connections to these other things.” Then they can process it at their 
own speed, form their own interpretations, and make their own 
connections. 
 
And Diana realized that experimenting meant that she would have to give up her 
infallible expert status to improve students’ online learning experiences. She explained,  
This process [of experimenting] took me to dark, scary places but it also 
brought me face-to-face with figuring out who I am in the online learning 
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environment and what I need to do to improve … I recognized that every 
step I was taking was a critical part of my learning journey. Failure really 
is the best teacher. Even if it means messing up in front of my students 
from time to time. 
 
 Lastly, master instructors still view the teaching-learning dynamic as an 
asymmetrical exchange, placing significant emphasis on the importance of teaching. But 
they are becoming more conscious of the learning experience from the students’ 
perspective and begin to seek out ways to increase participation. 
 Expectations and assumptions.  
Expectations about the importance of teaching. Master instructors assume that 
teaching must be their primary focus. They believe that good teaching will transcend 
environment and focus on distilling their teaching practices from contextual conventions 
in an effort to refine and perfect their pedagogical methods. Master instructors also 
believe that they can quantitatively measure the effectiveness of such pedagogical 
improvements by looking at the statistical outputs provided by their learning management 
system or other educational technology tools to verify the degree to which students are 
meeting the intended learning outcomes. 
Expectations about increased student-instructor interactions. Master instructors 
also believe that increased student-instructor interactions will benefit both parties. From 
the instructors’ perspective, increased interactions will help them project a more assertive 
online presence, form stronger connections with students, and create a more robust 
learning community. Tacitly, they also recognize that increased interactions will enable 
them to more carefully orchestrate students’ learning experiences. Considering it from the 
students’ perspective, instructors assume that more frequent interactions will create a less 
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isolating and sterile experience for their online learners and encourage them to be more 
invested in the course.  
 Inconsistencies between expectations and online experiences.  
Imperfect metrics. Over time, master instructors come to understand that metrics-
driven teaching is not good pedagogy. Such an approach leads to overly structured and 
mechanized learning experiences that are not intellectually rewarding for either the 
students or the instructor. Describing the impact of such an approach, Bonnie recalled: 
I tried to grade too much. I was grading everything from the reflective 
journal entries to the discussion board posts, which doesn’t really make 
any sense. I mean, if you are encouraging students to have a meaningful 
discussion, how do you grade that? I realized very quickly that what I was 
doing didn’t make much sense. It’s a real pain to go back and see did they 
make their five posts, did they do this, did they do that? And even if they 
made those five posts, that doesn’t prove that they actually learned 
anything. All the metrics were distracting me from the actual learning. 
 
Deirdre recalled having a similar reaction,  
I realized that the data the LMS and ed-tech tools generate is leaving out 
the human element. The technology can say, ‘Such-and-such a student 
visited this page this often and typed this many words,’ but how do you 
know if a person is posting great pictures or really informative videos 
instead? I realized that interactions can take a lot of different forms that 
the strict data analysis was not accounting for. 
 
Limits to increasing interactions. Master instructors also begin to realize that 
increasing the frequency of student-instructor interactions is beneficial to a certain point, 
after which doing so can have a negative impact on the learning process. Some 
instructors find that constant communications cause students to become overly dependent 
on the instructor. Instead of critically evaluating and analyzing issues on their own, 
students wait for the instructor to offer an explanation and feed them the information. 
128 
 
This fosters a learned helplessness and students fail to take charge of their educational 
experiences. Doug explained that he was “very-involved” and “hands-on” at first, 
describing himself as “the über -instructor:” 
I realized that students were logging-in to the discussion boards but 
weren’t writing anything. They were just watching and waiting. 
Eventually they’d tell me, “Well, we tried to read it [the material] and 
didn’t understand the unfamiliar words. Could you explain it?” And then it 
turned into an exposition on my part—more of a lecture than a 
discussion—and that became a pattern. The students would say to 
themselves, “We can always wait for the next discussion session and [the 
professor] will explain all.” So I was frustrated. 
 
In other cases, overly active instructors can make students disinclined to interact 
with one another, stunting the cultivation of a classroom community and leaving little 
room for student-inspired exploration and learning. Doug explained, “I don’t participate 
in the discussions anymore. Early on, I found that when I did, students would be writing 
to me and not to each other—that actually cut down on the overall level of interaction in 
the class. So now I stay away.” And Deirdre explained, “I felt compelled to respond to 
everybody, which was a problem. It’s really easy for me to want to talk all the time 
online and I have to remember to give other people the chance to talk as well. They’re the 
ones who are supposed to be learning, and I was getting in their way.” 
 Internal crises: instructors’ psychological reactions and responses. 
Humbled. Master instructors recognize that their efforts to carefully curate 
students’ online experiences can actually hinder and even stunt the learning process. By 
putting teaching before learning, they let their ego get in the way and inadvertently 
devalue the students and their educational experiences. Realizing this, instructors feel 
humbled. Diana admitted that she made this mistake when she first started teaching 
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online because she was not attuned to her students’ social and emotional needs. She 
explained: 
Now I’m intimately aware of how important it is to cultivate that sense of 
trust and emotional support for students while challenging them to do new 
things. When I first started [teaching online], I didn’t realize that my 
students didn’t believe in themselves. And I didn’t realize how corrosive 
that is to the learning process. I was too involved with the course design 
and the content and all that jazz … But now I realize that students won’t 
learn much of anything if they don’t believe they can do it. So I make a 
point to let them know that I do believe they can do it and if I ask you to 
do something it’s because I believe you can do it. I’m not going to do it 
for you. Instead, I’m going to be here to push you and I’m also going to be 
here to support you. I focus on them. I focus on their learning. They’re at 
the center of all this, not me. 
 
Many instructors respond by reforming their pedagogical practices to cede some 
of their power to the students, giving them space to author their own educational 
experiences. Dennis reflected: 
I have become convinced that students learn better when they can make 
some decisions that impact when they learn, what they learn and the speed 
at which they learn it. So, I’ve converted from the traditional sage on the 
stage to the guide on the side … Nowadays, I am a very, very strong 
advocate of putting the students in charge of directing their own path of 
learning and so my instructional design philosophy has focused on finding 
ways that enable students to take more responsibility for when they learn, 
how they learn, what they learn, and how fast they learn. 
 
They also focus their attention on cultivating an online environment that 
empowers students to take charge of the learning process. Bonnie came to realize, “You 
can’t force people to learn, you can’t make them interact, you cannot make them be quote 
on quote [sic] ‘students.’ But you can create scaffoldings that they can take advantage of 
and I think a well-structured course can make students better learners in any kind of 
environment, traditional or online.” And Dennis echoed her sentiments: 
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I think students’ relationship with me used to be much more of a one-way 
parasitic relationship. They were more dependent upon me than I was 
upon them. That has reversed; I am now more dependent upon them for 
teaching content than they are upon me. My major contribution now is in 
terms of instructional design and facilitation and the students derive the 
content through their own efforts and from the readings that they 
encounter. 
 
Dismayed. Many instructors are also dismayed when they realize the quantitative 
data they have so heavily relied on are imperfect measures of success. By prioritizing 
learning outcomes over the quality of the learning process, they have again devalued the 
student. They respond by reconsidering their analytic approach to evaluation, and 
contemplate more holistic measures of student success that prioritize quality over 
quantity. Bonnie explained: 
I was giving a quiz at beginning of each module—a did-you-do-the-
reading kind of quiz. How else do I know that they’re doing the readings 
without doing all these stupid quizzes, right? But then I realized that 
there’s a better way—like getting them reflect on their readings, write 
about, discuss it with one another—those kind of things … There are lots 
of better ways to gather information about what they [students] are doing, 
what they’re talking about and what their concerns are than by giving 
those stupid quizzes. 
 
And Dennis explained: 
I tried to maximize students’ learning success by looking their scores on 
each learning activity relative to their performance on previous modules 
and their overall success in the course. Then I’d make my adjustments to 
subsequent modules accordingly. It was a purely data-driven process—not 
as much art as it was science. I still look at the analytics and 
psychometrics for the learning activities to see how students are doing, but 
I realized there’s more I need to consider. You need to take a more holistic 
approach. 
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Rational Discourse 
 Community of peers.  
As master instructors transition to become experts, they take on the mantle of 
leadership in the broader online learning community, acting as educators, thought leaders, 
and advocates for their peers. 
Educators. Some advanced masters assume the role of educators. They 
understand the struggles and pitfalls that upcoming online instructors will have to 
contend with as the progress, so they publish to share their experiences, circulate ideas 
and offer experienced advice. They publish in traditional formats—including referred 
journal articles and traditional print books—as well as new digital formats—such as 
open-source e-journals and interactive e-books. Many of them are prolific bloggers with a 
large social media following; while others prefer audio and produce podcasts. They also 
regularly lead webinars, online trainings, and conference sessions, positioning themselves 
as mentors for developing online instructors. 
Reflecting on her role as an educator in the broader online community, Claudia 
explained “it felt like God allowed me to experience all these challenges so that I could 
relate them back to new online faculty and they would have a better understanding of 
what it is to teach online.” Over the past decade, she has worked as a mentor with the 
Online Learning Consortium, helped create a distance learning certificate program, 
published a book, spoken at numerous online learning conferences, and has recorded 
several of her speaking engagements, compiling the audio as a CD set for developing 
online instructors. Diana echoed Claudia’s experiences as an educator, explaining: 
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I think I have become a real resource for a lot of my peers. If you asked 
me who my peers were when I first started teaching online, I would have 
pointed to the people I saw everyday on campus. Now, I consider 
thousands of instructors that I’ve met online to be my peers. No, I’ve 
never met a lot of them in person, but we’re connected via social media 
and Twitter. I follow more than 3,000 people and more than 3,000 people 
follow me. I’ve blogged regularly about my teaching since 2007. And it’s 
allowed me to interact with all sorts of educators online. We’re having real 
conversations, real exchanges of ideas. 
 
Thought leaders. Many instructors also act as thought leaders on the online 
teaching community. They have informed opinions about the virtual teaching-learning 
dynamic and they use their knowledge to shape the way people approach digital 
pedagogy. For example, Claudia has served on the board of several prominent online 
learning institutes and educational foundations where she has worked on projects that 
have influenced the direction on online learning research. Diana has taken a more 
populist route and has built a prolific blog to share her experiences and opinions about 
online learning. It is also a space where she invites other online instructors to consider 
emerging questions regarding teaching and learning in a virtual environment. For 
example, she wrote a post asking online educators to consider her “grand vision” for 
humanized online syllabi: 
Imagine with me. What if your syllabi were beautiful? What if they were a 
pleasure for students to engage with? What if they provided opportunities 
to not only understand and access policies, expectations, schedules, and 
such, but for our students to meet us? What if the syllabus became a site 
where former students could share voices (stories, feedback, words of 
encouragement) with future students? Isn’t THIS what our goal should be 
as we move into this amazing landscape of mobile, digital media?  
 
Throughout her posts, she poses questions to the broader online learning 
community asking them to consider new approaches, ideas, and potential avenues for 
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improvement. She admits, “I don’t have the answer to these questions. But I continually 
reflect on them to consider how they impact my teaching and my students.” And she 
encourages other instructors to do the same. 
Advocates. Last, a number of instructors act as advocates for the online teaching 
community. They have firsthand experience with the inequities and prejudice(s) that 
online instructors face, and they use their public stature to bring attention to issues 
affecting the online teaching community (e.g., institutional alienation, lack of adequate 
support, etc.) They speak up on behalf of instructors who feel voiceless, powerless, and 
marginalized and defend their rightful place in the twenty-first century academy.  
Deborah proclaimed herself to be “the biggest cheerleader for online learning.” 
And Diana described how she “ended up leaving—actually resigning from my tenured 
professor position—because I wanted to jump into a professional career that was more 
focused on online leadership … I am not driven by superiority, I am driven by the desire 
to bring about change.” 
Influence of social norms. As public figures in the online teaching community, 
these instructors come to espouse a new set of values including: democracy, equality, 
participation, and empowerment of online instructors and students alike. As Diana 
explained, being an expert instructor requires more than fluency in knowing how to use a 
tool; it “requires you to be able to demonstrate how to participate ethically and 
responsibly in online communities.” These norms inform the way instructors approach 
teaching and learning in the online environment and they play an influential role in 
shaping master instructors’ pedagogical development as the progress to become experts. 
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 Improvements and advancements via critical reflection. 
Student-centered approach. After reflecting on their pedagogical practices, 
master instructors tend to abandon their instructor-centric methods in favor of more 
student-centered approaches. Dennis explained that he realized “teaching doesn’t have 
much of an impact” and has concentrated on facilitating the learning process instead:  
I was teacher-centric and now I am much more student-centric. Content is 
largely student-generated instead of professor-provided. I don’t consider 
myself a pitcher of knowledge and the students the empty glasses that I 
need to fill. My experiences have changed my approach to teaching and 
my beliefs in how learning occurs. 
 
Constructivist view. Like Dennis, advanced master instructors tend to adopt a 
constructivist view. They realize that students need to construct their own understanding 
by exploring, experimenting, asking questions, and testing new ideas. To do so, students 
need space and freedom to shape their own learning experiences. As Clark put it, “I now 
see myself as a positive constructivist. I think that what my students do is most important 
and see my value is in shaping what my students do. That’s how I approach teaching.” 
However, adopting a student-centered constructivist philosophy requires 
instructors to let go of their position as the classroom authority and accept their role as a 
facilitator. Some instructors fail to do so because they believe an authority figure is 
necessary, especially considering the anarchy of the online environment. Such instructors 
fail to progress pedagogically. 
Others choose to accept their role as facilitators and give their students the 
opportunity to direct their learning experiences. By doing so, they embrace the 
progressive online social norms they espouse—those of democracy, equality, 
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participation, and empowerment—forging an authentic online academic identity and 
adopting a critical digital pedagogy. 
Acceptance and Assimilation: Advancing to Become an Expert 
 In theory.  
As master instructors advance to become experts, they begin to espouse a critical 
digital pedagogy and they focus on student empowerment, advocate for equality, and 
encourage the emergence of knowledge through dialogue and the interplay of multiple 
voices. For many instructors, student empowerment naturally grows out of their learner-
centered approach. Deirdre explained that “the student is definitely a partner. You can 
lead a student to the classroom, but you can’t make them think. Students have to meet us 
part way, they actually have to get in there and engage with the materials.” And Bonnie 
reflected, “It’s not about what I can cram into students but how I can create a structure 
that enables students to interact with the content and build something off of it, create 
something themselves and learn from it … it’s less of me being a funnel and more about 
what the students do.” 
When it comes to equality, instructors talk about using online technologies to 
create a more accessible learning experience, one that fits students’ diverse learning 
styles and enables all voices to be heard. Here, the instructor is no longer the classroom 
authority and students take charge of shaping and directing the learning process. Again, 
Deirdre explained: 
I don’t believe in hierarchy. I believe that people should acknowledge the 
leader of the moment and give respect to whoever holds the floor. 
[Students] may know something that I don’t know—in some cases, I’ve 
had students who probably could teach the class better than I could based 
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on their own work experiences. So it’s a balance: I do want them to 
respect that I’m the “alpha geek” of the class, but I also want to respect 
their experiences and expertise and give them the opportunity to put that to 
use in their education. 
Creating space for students to take charge of the learning experience empowers 
them and gives them a voice in the learning experience. Several instructors remarked that 
well-run discussion forums can play a crucial role in fostering student agency. Alice 
explained, “For students who are shy and won’t speak up in a face-to-face environment, 
[the virtual discussion board] allows and actually requires them to have a voice and have 
an opinion. It also keeps that handful of four or five really outspoken students who 
always overshadow others in the classroom in check too.”  
Caroline similarly described how virtual discussion forums “level the playing 
field” because “they create more equitable spaces. You might not be the person who sits 
at the front of the classroom and waves her hand saying, ‘Pick me, pick me, pick me’ but 
you still may have wonderful things to say. And the online environment gives those 
students space to say those wonderful things. It’s really gratifying to see that happen.”  
Not only is it rewarding for the instructor but it can prove to be beneficial for the 
students too. Dennis explained that allowing his students to take charge of their learning 
experiences has empowered them to become their own teachers and encouraged them to 
assume a greater share of the responsibility in shaping their collective learning 
experiences. He posited that giving students more control “has increased their intrinsic 
motivation and decreases the value of the professor as the knowledge dispenser. They 
become seekers and creators of knowledge and understand the content on a much deeper 
level.” 
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 In practice.  
In the classroom, expert instructors cede power to the students and let them take 
charge of the learning experience. Instead of carefully curating every interaction and 
learning activity, instructors focus on cultivating a space that fosters creativity and 
inquiry and empowers students to take charge of their learning experiences. Dennis 
explained:  
I don’t think you teach people. I think people learn and they make a 
decision to learn based upon a lot of variables, some of which the teacher 
has influence over. With those, I can create an environment that is more 
conducive to learning—one that enhances learning. I’ve learned how to do 
that over the years through lots of trial and error. But the learning comes 
from the learner and I need to create an environment that honors that. 
 
 Expert instructors also learn to embrace the messiness inherent in student-inspired 
learning. They eschew the rigid structures instructional designers have taught them to 
utilize because they end up limiting students’ learning experiences. Letting go of their 
strict rubrics and checklists allows unexpected learning opportunities to emerge as 
students and instructors extend their learning beyond the LMS. Bonnie explained: 
When I first started teaching online, I was very connected to the LMS 
because I didn’t want students to feel overwhelmed or not know where they 
were supposed to be. It was a nice, homey grounding place for them to be 
... As I taught more, I began to use more [external] tools and sites. I’d say: 
“We’re going to blog over here. We’re going to use this as a place for 
discussions. Some of you like to tweet your discussions—that’s okay too. If 
you don’t like Twitter, let’s do something else. Let’s use Google docs.” I 
think they learn more this way… As long as the students are including me 
and I can go wherever they are, it’s fine by me. I see it as a way of giving 
them more freedom to direct their learning. 
 
Diana went through a similar transformation too. She explained that her students 
still use Blackboard for activities that require authentication (e.g., submitting 
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assignments, checking grades, etc.) but they now use a variety of Web 2.0 tools and other 
forms of social media to enhance the learning process. She commented, “If I were to strip 
out all of the third-party tools from my class, it would be horrible. It would change 
everything about the way I teach.” 
 Letting go of strict structures and parameters enables instructors to break away 
from their former mechanistic teaching approaches and embrace experimentation not as a 
means to an end but as an end itself, setting them up for a future of continual innovation 
and improvement. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
5.1. Summary of Findings 
 This study explored the lived experiences of online faculty who have been 
teaching online for several years in an effort to understand what challenges they face 
when teaching in a virtual learning environment. Particular attention was paid to 
examining how the online teaching experience affected their pedagogical practice, 
academic identity, and interactions with students.  
Findings describe how teaching online for an extended period of time impacts the 
way instructors view their role as educators and scholars. The online environment 
presents a multitude of challenges that online faculty must contend with. These 
challenges are complex and involve pedagogical problems as well as philosophical 
dilemmas that force instructors to reconsider their assumptions about teaching, learning 
and authority in the classroom. Wrestling with these issues puts instructors in a 
vulnerable position as they search for pragmatic solutions and simultaneously renegotiate 
their long-held academic assumptions and beliefs. 
The following sections explore the practical and philosophical challenges 
instructors experience in relation to their developing digital pedagogical practice, their 
changing relationships with students, and their evolving online academic identity. 
Findings regarding vulnerability in the online environment are also discussed, followed 
by implications for policies and practices in online faculty development, limitations and 
areas for improvement.  
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Challenges Related to Pedagogical Practice 
Several studies have shown that transitioning to the online environment is a 
disorienting experience for new instructors because it forces them to reconsider their  
fundamental beliefs about the teaching-learning dynamic (Bennett & Lockyer, 2004; 
Conceição, 2006; Fish & Gill, 2009; Baran, Correia, & Thompson, 2013). On a practical 
level, new online instructors need to figure out how to navigate their course shell, create 
digital content, and track student progress; most important, they need to learn how to 
teach within a learning management system (LMS) (Conrad, 2004; Conceição, 2006). 
Although this may seem like a relatively simple task, it raises deep concerns for online 
faculty.  
 Many novice participants felt as though the LMS had usurped their position as the 
course content provider and struggled with questions such as: What is my role as an 
instructor in the online environment? If the LMS is the bank of knowledge, what is my 
part in the learning process? What value do I add to my students’ online learning 
experiences? 
 Seeking to answer such questions, journeymen and master participants 
experimented with different facilitation styles and techniques in an effort to create a more 
engaging online learning experience where students feel supported and connected. And 
many succeeded in creating the immersive online learning experiences they envision. 
However, when more advanced instructors considered this humanized learning 
experience from their students’ perspective, they came to question the efficacy and 
appropriateness of such an approach on a deeper level. 
141 
 
 Expert faculty recognized that many of these personified facilitation techniques 
overemphasized the role of the instructor and drown students out of their own learning 
experiences. In their effort to be the ultimate guide-on-the-side, they inadvertently 
allowed their sage’s ego to dominate the learning process. To remedy this, expert 
participants revised their pedagogical approaches to cultivate a critical digital learning 
environment that empowers students to take charge of their educational experiences; 
here, the instructor’s value is in creating a dynamic and engaging space where all learners 
have the opportunity to be heard (Stommel, 2014).  
 But expert participants recognize that online students still need some amount of 
guidance and support, especially given the autonomous nature of the online environment. 
As such, they continue to wrestle with the tensions between providing the necessary 
degree of structure while also leaving space for the spontaneity of student-inspired 
learning. 
Challenges Related to Interactions with Students  
Online instructors also struggle with issues regarding interaction, engagement, 
experimentation, and exposure as they seek to cultivate a community of learners in the 
virtual environment (LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008). Several studies have found that new 
online instructors feel disconnected from their students due to the lack of visual feedback 
and the more formal nature of text-based communications (Conrad, 2004; Conceição, 
2006; Huang & Hsiao, 2012). And study participants echoed this experience as well; 
many novice instructors reported feeling ”detached”, “removed” or “distanced” from 
their students. To help mitigate the digital divide, these instructors began to experiment 
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with tools that enable them to incorporate more audio and visual forms of media into 
their courses, humanizing an otherwise sterile learning environment. 
 Though this may seem straightforward novice participants found such 
experimentation to be unnerving. They were used to being the infallible authority in the 
classroom and were reluctant to accept the uncertainty, vulnerability, and exposure 
inherent in experimentation, fearing that it would make them appear inept (Pacansky-
Brock, 2012).  
 However, journeymen recognized that some experimentation would be necessary 
as they adapted to the newness of the online learning environment and they eventually 
came to accept it, albeit with reluctance. With time, participants found that their students 
responded well to certain innovations, which encouraged them to continue experimenting 
in an effort to further enhance their courses. 
 Yet when more advance instructors paused to consider the impact of their 
experimentation from the students’ perspective, they came to realize that frequent 
experimentation was a taxing distraction for students. Although instructors’ 
experimentation was well-intentioned, they recognize that it was often not well executed.  
Thus, expert participants changed their approach to experimentation, making it a 
deliberate practice where the goals are clearly identified, the course of action is planned 
and purposeful, and, most important, the students are involved. By seeking out student 
feedback to determine what worked, what did not, and what could be improved in future 
iterations, expert instructors acknowledge that they are not the infallible experts in the 
classroom but, instead, are students of their students who must be continually open to 
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listening and willing to learn.  
Consequently, attending to challenges related to student interactions is not simply 
a matter of improving online communications. Instead, it calls for improving engagement 
among all members of the class and requires instructors to create an environment where 
all voices have the opportunity equally considered (Stommel, 2014). 
Challenges Related to Academic Identity  
Teaching online also affects instructors’ relationships with their colleagues. On a 
practical level, moving to the online learning environment put distance between 
participants and their campus-based colleagues. The lack of a shared experience created a 
disconnect that bred misunderstanding, alienation, and even discrimination. 
On a more profound level, this caused participants to feel insecure about their 
place within their department, institution, and academia as a whole. They questioned: Do 
my colleagues still see me as a serious academic? Does my institution respect the work 
that I am doing online? Do my campus-based colleagues understand my online reality? 
Do they even care to comprehend it? 
This perceived prejudice and alienation led participants to seek support from other 
sources, specifically the broader online teaching community. Here, they could seek 
support from online instructors from different institutions, disciplines, and academic 
backgrounds. This contact exposed them to new digital tools and teaching methods, and it 
introduced them to the norms of the online teaching community—those of participation 
and collaboration, empowerment and agency. Adopting these new norms changed how 
instructors interact with their online colleagues. Instead of presenting only their most 
144 
 
polished work, participants found a community where they could share their candid 
experiences—including their successes and failures—in an effort to advance the field of 
digital pedagogy. They engaged in new forms of digital scholarship (e.g., publishing 
podcasts, interactive e-books and open-access digital journal articles) and came to 
develop online academic identities that eschewed traditional academic norms in favor of 
collaboration, experimentation, and innovation.  
Unfortunately, these forms of digital scholarship, service, and productivity are 
largely unrecognized by traditional colleges and universities, segregating online 
instructors from their institutions, disciplines, and academia as a whole. This threatens to 
dislocate the most skilled and knowledgeable online instructors from the very institutions 
they are supposed to serve and will likely have negative consequences for instructors, 
institutions, and online students alike. 
5.2 Discussion 
These challenges can engender feelings of vulnerability because they force 
instructors to reconsider the traditional norms that have come to define their educational 
experiences and self-conception as an academic. They raise questions related to authority, 
control, power, and respect as instructors try to renegotiate their evolving online 
academic identities. Because of this, vulnerability is a pervasive theme throughout 
instructors’ online teaching experiences and is something even the most expert instructors 
continue to wrestle with. However, the way in which instructors view and respond to 
vulnerability in the online environment changes throughout their teaching career and has 
a significant impact on their pedagogical practice and progression. 
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From the start, novice instructors feel as though their academic authority has been 
impugned and are no longer seen as an academic authority by their students or their 
colleagues (Conceição, 2006; Fish & Gill, 2009). This perceived prejudice exacerbates 
their insecurities regarding their new role as an online instructor and further alienates 
from traditional academia. This puts novice instructors in a vulnerable position as they 
navigate their new online realities and many fight against this perceived loss of authority 
in various and repeated ways. For example, novice participants commonly felt as though 
their role as the course content expert had been diminished by the LMS and attempted to 
reclaim their lost authority by reasserting their control via strict classroom management. 
They saw their deposition in the virtual learning environment not only as a threat to their 
authority but also as an attack on the traditional norms that had come to define their 
academic experiences. Giving up their authority as an instructor was unthinkable, even 
alarming.  
However, as faculty continue to teach online, they come to realize that clinging to 
their face-to-face approaches in an effort to resist the vulnerability in their new online 
realities is futile, creating more work for the instructor and producing an uninspired 
learning experience for students (King, 2002). As such, more experienced instructors 
begin to embrace certain vulnerabilities in an effort to redefine their authority in the 
online environment.  
For example, journeymen participants temporarily accepted the uncertainty 
inherent in experimentation in an effort to find new ways to project a more assertive 
online presence; doing so enabled them to more directly influence students’ online 
146 
 
learning experiences. Similarly, master instructors ceded some of their classroom control 
to give students more say over their learning experiences and encourage engagement; 
however, they reassert their influence in more oblique ways, such as incorporating rigid 
structures into the online learning environment to indirectly orchestrate students’ learning 
experiences. Thus, they gave up control in one area only assert it more strongly in 
another as they wrestled with the tensions between their new online realities and long-
held traditional academic norms. 
As participants continued to experiment, they came to understand that these 
moments of vulnerability are rife with opportunity. By yielding some of their control, 
expert instructors in this study created space for students to become co-authors and have 
an equal say in creating parameters for their individual and collective learning. By 
removing the rigid structures built into and around the online learning environment, these 
participants allowed new ways of learning, new ways of doing, and unexpected synergies 
to emerge. This emergence has the potential to take instructors to new and unpredictable 
places while also helping them find unexpected solutions to the complex challenges that 
have hampered their digital teaching practices. By embracing the messiness, complexity, 
and uncertainty of teaching in an environment that is not yet fully researched or 
understood, online instructors can promote exploration and creativity, allow for more 
connection and personalization, and encourage students to achieve their highest 
educational expectations (Collier, 2015). Thus, expert instructors understand that 
vulnerability is an integral part of the online teaching experience and embracing it is 
necessary to pedagogically excel and provide the highest-quality online learning 
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experiences. 
University leaders and instructional designers who interact with online faculty 
need to not only understand what challenges they face in the virtual environment, but also 
recognize the sense of vulnerability that instructors contend with throughout their online 
teaching careers. Technical training and instructional design support is crucial for new 
online instructors, but it is not sufficient for more experienced online faculty. These 
instructors face increasingly complex challenges and need robust pedagogical, social, and 
institutional support to progress and develop as online instructors. The following sections 
discuss how each of these sources of support contribute to instructors’ digital pedagogical 
development and explore ways in which institutions can better provide such assistance. 
Further suggestions are provided in ‘Supporting Online Instructors – A Resource’ (See 
Appendix C.) 
Continued and Comprehensive Pedagogical Support 
Online faculty development programs need to include both technological and 
pedagogical instruction (Chen, Voorhies & Rein, 2006). Researchers have found that 
most existing programs provide adequate technological training, however pedagogical 
instruction is severely lacking (Pankowski, 2004). As many study participants mentioned, 
teaching techniques that are effective in a traditional classroom setting may not be 
effective in the online environment (White & Weight, 2000). Although faculty could 
independently experiment to determine what will work online and what will not, many 
instructors do not want to waste time reinventing the wheel and would rather receive the 
pedagogical training they will need to become successful online instructors (Pankowski, 
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2004). Several participants complained that their institutions failed to provide them with 
anything beyond the most basic online training and, as a result, felt uncertain, insecure 
and anxious; they wished they had more support, resources, and opportunities for 
development. These feelings inhibited participants’ pedagogical development and slowed 
their progression as online instructors. 
Researchers have found that faculty are more easily able to shift their traditional 
views of instructional roles if they learn about alternative teaching methods suited to the 
online environment (Barker, 2003; Gallant, 2000). Thus, digital pedagogical training will 
also help mitigate some of the insecurities online faculty contend with in regards to their 
evolving online academic identities and role in the virtual learning environment. 
Online faculty developers should also engage instructors as adult learners (Eib & 
Miller, 2006). Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory posits that adults bring a 
diversity of life experiences, assumptions and expectations to the learning process; for 
online faculty, this includes their previous educational experiences and preconceived 
ideas about online learning. According to Mezirow, these expectations and ideas will 
inevitably influence how instructors approach the online environment as well as how they 
teach and should be taken into account when creating professional development 
programming (Lawler, 2003). The findings from this study support Mezirow’s theory and 
show that novice instructors’ initial strategies for teaching in the online environment were 
largely born from the instructor-centered methods they encountered as a student. Having 
little or no formal pedagogical training at the postsecondary level, most instructors 
defaulted to such methods and began to teach as they were taught (Gallant, 2000; Layne 
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et al., 2015).  
Furthermore, the findings revealed that instructors who engaged in critical 
reflection came to realize that what worked in a traditional classroom setting may no 
longer be helpful or reliable in the virtual learning environment. This prompted them to 
develop and adopt new views of teaching and learning that were more appropriate to the 
digital learning environment. However, McQuiggan (2007) found that online faculty 
development initiatives rarely prompt instructors to engage in pedagogical reflection, 
question their prior beliefs and assumptions about teaching, or rethink their educational 
philosophies. Such critically reflective thinking is an integral part of Mezirow’s 
transformative learning process and essential to instructors’ development as online 
faculty. Given the importance of reflection in spurring pedagogical development, online 
faculty development programs should aim to provide ample opportunities for instructors 
to reflect on their evolving digital pedagogical practices and make critical reflection an 
integral part of their programs. 
Social Support  
Online faculty development programs also need to include a social focus. 
Transitioning to the virtual environment can be a difficult and jarring experience for 
faculty (Conrad, 2004; Conceição, 2006; Fish & Gill, 2009). The unfamiliar terrain 
makes them feel inexperienced and unknowledgeable, challenging their self-conception 
as experts (Diekelmann et al., 1998; Gallant, 2000; King, 2002; Lawler, King, & Wilhite, 
2004). Often, these changes leave faculty feeling bewildered and overwhelmed (Alley, 
1996) or disembodied and disempowered (Cowham & Duggleby, 2005). Several 
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participants reported feeling “disregarded”, “ignored”, and “stripped of their academic 
identity” when they first started teaching online. They felt as though their institution 
viewed them as inept amateurs, which engendered feelings of demoralization due to a 
lack of agency and ownership. 
Here, again, approaching online faculty as adult learners would be beneficial. 
Engaging them in the learning process and taking past experiences, current needs, and 
future concerns into account will make new online instructors feel less overwhelmed and 
disempowered. Such an approach also provides a supportive environment where they can 
interact with similarly inexperienced online instructors, providing a supportive social 
network as they redefine their online academic identities (Lawler & King, 2001).  
Participants also reported that their intra- and inter-institutional online teaching 
communities provided an invaluable source of pedagogical, professional and emotional 
support as they navigated their new and evolving realities. Thus, faculty developers 
should consider hosting regular monthly meetings and online discussions to encourage 
online faculty to connect with one another. Such programs would enable instructors from 
different departments to discuss their experiences, share ideas, and provide 
encouragement as they navigate the challenges of the online environment (Hinson & 
LaPrairie, 2005). They would also help build a robust institutional online community 
based on collegial collaboration, reducing feelings of isolation and alienation. 
Institutional Support 
Several participants complained that they failed to receive adequate institutional 
support throughout their online teaching careers and the literature supports their claims. 
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Numerous studies have found that teaching an online course takes more time and effort 
than teaching the same course face-to-face (Cavanaugh, 2005; Lao & Gonzales, 2005; 
Conceição, 2006; Green, Alejandro, & Brown, 2009), however many colleges and 
universities fail to adequately compensate their online faculty. In fact, many pay their 
online instructors less than their campus-based colleagues (Allen & Seaman, 2012). 
Institutions should revisit their compensation policies that ensure online faculty are paid 
the same as their face-to-face counter-parts, in addition to being offered appropriate 
rewards for the increased time and labor demands; these may include stipends, course 
release time, or professional development funds for research support and travel to 
conferences (Orr, Williams & Pennington, 2009). Doing so will send a clear message that 
online faculty and the work they do is highly valued by their institution.  
Furthermore, such policies will help institutionalize online faculty in the academy. 
Several participants described feeling “cast out” of their familiar institutional roles when 
they became an online instructor. It was as if their online appointment diminished their 
academic influence and position of power in the eyes of their colleagues. Many 
participants described being unsure of how to reestablish themselves as an online 
academic within their institutional contexts. Thus, creating online compensation and 
promotion policies that are commensurate with those for campus-based instructors will 
help establish and codify the position of online faculty in conventional academic settings. 
Researchers have also found that faculty who continue to teach online do so 
largely because of intrinsic motivations; they want to feel that are adding value to their 
institution, making an impact on their students or contributing to “the greater good” (Orr, 
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Williams, & Pennington, 2009). Several study participants described similar motives and 
explained that they continue to teach online because the asynchronous format allows 
them to reach student populations that have been excluded from the traditional residential 
model, such as working parents or active duty military personnel. However, many of 
these participants also reported feeling as though their institution did not fully trust their 
judgment in constructing and teaching online courses; some instructors even argued that 
their academic freedom was being questioned.  
Colleges and universities can increase online instructors’ sense of value of by 
making efforts formally acknowledge and recognize the work of their virtual faculty; this 
can include articulating the importance of online learning in their institutional missions, 
inviting expert faculty to participate in online instructor mentoring programs, and giving 
advanced instructors more latitude in designing and facilitating their courses. 
5.3. Limitations 
 This study is limited in that it used one-time interviews to capture participants’ 
reflections of their online teaching experiences over time. Furthermore, although the 
content analysis added significant depth to some participants’ accounts, the document 
search yielded little content for several participants due to a lack of a digital footprint 
both in terms of pedagogy-related scholarship and social media presence. Future 
researchers should consider a longitudinal design and conduct interviews paired with 
journaling over the course of several semesters to produce more detailed data. 
 Future studies could also take an ethnographic approach to studying online 
instructors’ evolution in the virtual learning environment by conducting in-depth 
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interviews with instructors, teaching observations in the online environment, and 
soliciting student feedback via surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews. 
 It should also be noted that this study was an exercise in theory building, not 
theory testing. As a result, emergent claims can only be suggested, not validated. These 
claims are also based upon my interpretation of the data. I come from a traditional 
academic background–having studied and taught in a face-to-face environment–and came 
to study online learning in hopes a more affordable and accessible education alternative 
to the conventional four-year residential model. While I am optimistic that online 
learning could provide such an alternative, I have been careful to check my biases 
through an ongoing process of self-critical reflection as a researcher. Still, I acknowledge 
that alternate themes may emerge for researchers with background different from my 
own. 
 Lastly, this study focused on the instructors who persisted in the online 
environment and did not include accounts from instructors who tried teaching online but 
decided to stop. Future researchers may also want to examine this population to better 
understand the underlying causes of attrition among online instructors 
5.4. Areas for Future Research 
Privacy and Security Concerns  
As online instructors continue to advance and students become more comfortable 
in the online environment, the boundaries of the online learning environment are likely to 
continue extending beyond the institutional course management system. There are 
benefits to expanding our conception of the virtual learning environment to include the 
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broader Web, such as helping students develop digital literacies, teaching students how to 
have civil and constructive debates outside of the classroom environment, and 
empowering students to build their digital scholarly lives. However, there are also serious 
implications to consider. 
 The easy access and openness that makes certain social media platforms ideal for 
student engagement and community building (e.g., Twitter) also invites abuse and 
harassment from the broader online community. Non-user-friendly terms and conditions 
can confuse students and require them to give up their rights to any submitted work (e.g., 
Turnitin). This brings up question regarding digital ownership and privacy rights; 
therefore, future researchers should consider investigating what are the implications of 
asking or requiring students to use certain sites and online services? What are we asking 
students to open themselves up to in terms of ownership, privacy and security, cyber-
bullying and abuse? And how can online faculty support students if they do encounter 
such issues when class extends beyond the LMS? 
Digital Scholarship  
Given the influential role of the online teaching community in promoting digital 
pedagogical development, future research should examine the nature of open-source 
scholarship and explore ways to increase access. Questions could include:  
• How can we better enable online faculty to share their research regarding the 
online teaching experience in ways that encourage instructors to work together 
and build on one another’s work?  
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• How can we help online faculty collaborate more frequently and effectively as a 
community to help advance the collective knowledge and understanding of digital 
pedagogy?  
• How can we change the nature of this research to be more dialogical? 
• How can we stimulate research that posits significant questions that prompt 
readers to revisit their assumptions, questions commonly held beliefs, and 
exchange ideas? 
• How can we promote awareness of and access to emerging forms of digital 
scholarship?  
 
5.5 Conclusion 
The popularity of online learning has grown tremendously among postsecondary 
students over the past decade and with such growth has come increased scrutiny 
regarding the efficacy of online programs. Previous studies have shown that online 
faculty are crucial to creating high quality online programs; however, the research 
regarding online faculty development is relatively nascent. While researchers have 
thoroughly documented the transitional period as instructors move from face-to-face 
classroom settings to the virtual learning environment, they have neglected to examine 
the experiences of more advanced instructors who have persisted in the online 
environment. This study examined the development of online faculty throughout all 
stages of their careers–from novice to expert–in an effort to provide university leaders 
and faculty developers with a better understanding of the online teaching experience from 
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the perspective of their instructors.  
Findings show that teaching online has a profound impact on instructors and 
directly influences their pedagogical practices, academic identity, and interactions with 
students. These changes present challenges that engender feelings of vulnerability as 
faculty are forced to reconsider the traditional academic norms that have defined their 
educational experiences and academic identities. Thus, to effectively support online 
instructors, faculty developers need to not only understand the challenges online faculty 
face in terms of teaching, identity and student engagement, but they also need to 
appreciate the sense of vulnerability faculty feel as they navigate their evolving online 
realities. Providing continued pedagogical, social and institutional support in a way that 
engages online instructors as adult learners will go a long way towards addressing these 
issues. Ultimately, such support will enable institutions to cultivate a stronger online 
faculty and build the high caliber online programs that today’s student expect and 
deserve. 
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APPENDIX A. INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Background/Introduction  
 a little about your academic / professional background 
• have your been involved in research? (tell me about it) 
• tell me about your teaching experience (both face-to-face and online)… 
o when did you first start teaching? (when/where/what subjects) 
 
Tell me about your initial experiences with online learning… 
• Initial 
o when did you first teach online? 
o what made you decide to try teaching online? 
o what were those first online class sessions like for you (as the instructor)? 
• Continuing 
o what has motivated to continue teaching online? 
o how did the online teaching experience change as you continued to teach? 
• Reflections 
o has your attitude / opinion towards online learning changed? If so, how? 
 
I want to ask you a few questions about how teaching online has impacted you… 
• has it affected the way you teach? (online and in-person) 
• has it affected the way you see or define yourself as a professor? 
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• has it affected your relationships with your students? Or your colleagues and 
peers? 
 
I have one last question - actually, it’s a two-part question: 
• Do you think online learning is an effective teaching medium for professors? 
• Do you think online learning is an effective learning medium for students? 
• And why? 
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APPENDIX B. PILOT STUDY PARTICIPANTS 
Alias Gender 
Type of 
Faculty 
Discipline 
Years of 
Online 
Experience 
Institution 
Type 
Size Region 
BW Male 
Associate 
Professor 
Human 
Resources 
6 
Private not-
for-profit 
5,811 Northeast 
HC Female 
Assistant 
Professor 
Healthcare  6 
Private not-
for-profit 
7,385 Midwest 
OJ Male Professor 
Educational 
Technology 
12 Public 16,534 Midwest 
BA Male 
Adjunct 
Instructor 
Telecommu-
nication, 
Information 
Technology 
9 
Private not-
for-profit 
5,565 Midwest 
RK Male Professor 
Computer 
Science, 
Mathematics 
6 
Private not-
for-profit 
5,847 Midwest 
AC Female 
Adjunct 
Instructor 
Sociology 2* 
Private not-
for-profit 
7,119 Northeast 
AA Male Professor Mathematics 14 
Public 
(2yr) 
9,021 Southwest 
SF Male 
Associate 
Professor 
History 15 
Private not-
for-profit 
525 Midwest 
JR Female 
Associate 
Professor 
Education 16 Public 41,052 Midwest 
DB Male Instructor Philosophy 11 
Public 
(2yr) 
13,147 West 
CDD Female Professor 
Instructional 
Design and 
Technology 
13 Public 56,000 Southeast 
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AMB Female 
Assistant 
Professor 
Mathematics 
and Natural 
Sciences 
8 
Private not-
for-profit 
15,553 West 
AVS Female 
Clinical 
Asst. 
Professor 
Education 9 Public 5,560 Midwest 
KC Female 
Associate 
Professor 
Information 
Technology 
14 
Private not-
for-profit 
9,448 Midwest 
LR Female 
Adjunct 
Faculty 
Art History 7 
Private not-
for-profit 
2,093 West 
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Appendix C. Supporting Online Instructors - A Resource 
 
Novice Instructors 
 
What they're struggling with 
• to understand (a) what their place is within the online learning environment is and 
(b) what kind of impact they can have  
How you can help 
• If you are a university leader or administrator... 
o Create institutional policies that clarify the role on online instructors 
within the university’s organizational structure 
• If you are an instructional designer or faculty developer... 
o Create opportunities for online instructors to participate in classroom 
observations – both as observers and observees.  
 Give new instructors the opportunity to see how exemplary online 
courses are constructed, run and what role the online instructor 
plays.  
 And give experienced instructors the opportunity to share their 
work and receive feedback from their peers. 
• If you are an online instructor…  
o Take an online class - perhaps one that focuses on teaching in the online 
environment or online course design  
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 Example: http://onlinelearningconsortium.org/learn/teaching-
certificates/ 
 
Journeymen 
 
What they're struggling with 
• to interact with students in a more effective and engaging way 
How you can help 
• If you are a university leader or administrator... 
o Invest in technologies that make creating multi-media online content easy  
 Example: The One Button Studio - http://onebutton.psu.edu 
• If you are an instructional designer or faculty developer... 
o Introduce online instructors to different forms of multimedia and 
showcase example in educational settings 
o Create an environment that's conducive to experimentation and innovation 
• If you are an online instructor... 
o Connect with other online instructors to see what they've used and what 
has worked for them 
o Follow industry leaders to keep up with the latest online advancements  
Master 
 
What they're struggling with 
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• with the disconnect between their online and on campus realities 
How you can help 
• If you are a university leader or administrator... 
o Revisit policies regarding tenure, promotion and decision making to 
ensure that they acknowledge the place of online faculty within the 
organization. 
• If you are an instructional designer or faculty developer... 
o Create faculty mentorship programs that connect expert online faculty 
provide guidance with novice instructors.  
o Provide opportunities for online faculty across campus to showcase their 
online accomplishments. 
• If you are an online instructor... 
o Find colleagues and collaborators in the broader online teaching 
community who support your online work. Don’t let the lack of support 
from your campus-based colleagues derail your digital pedagogical 
development. 
 
Expert 
 
What they're struggling with 
• Redefining the nature of their authority in the online learning environment (e.g. 
figuring out how to empower students while also providing support) 
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• Bringing attention to emerging issues facing the online teaching community 
How you can help 
• If you are a university leader or administrator... 
o Revisit promotion and tenure policies to ensure that new forms of digital 
scholarships (e.g. open-source ebooks, articles published in open-access 
journals, participation/presentations at virtual conferences) are taken into 
account 
• If you are an instructional designer or faculty developer... 
o Give experienced instructors more freedom and latitude in designing their 
courses. Trust their judgment in creating courses that suit their students 
learning styles and needs. 
• If you are an online instructor... 
o Engage with the broader online teaching community to share you ideas 
 Consider publishing in teaching related open-access peer reviewed 
journals, like Digital Pedagogy Lab 
(http://www.digitalpedagogylab.com)  
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